
Chapter 27 

THE PANAMA RAILROAD AND ITS SHIPPING LINE 

 

Complementing the Canal there was a trans-isthmus railway, and also an associated 

shipping line, both of which were to play important roles during World War 2.  The trio of 

sister ships, delivered just before the war, quietly operated as troopships throughout the 

war, returning to their normal service postwar and for many years afterwards. 

 

Railroad train following tracks beside Panama Canal in 1939 
(Photo by Thomas D. Mcavoy/The LIFE Picture Collection via 
Getty Images) 

 

The Panama Canal Railway (Ferrocarril de 

Panamá) was (and, in its modern form, still is) a 

single-track railway line linking the Atlantic to the 

Pacific across Central America. The route 

stretched 47.6 miles (76.6 km) across the isthmus 

from Colón on the Atlantic to Balboa on the 

Pacific.  Its construction cost $8 million and it was built by the US (when Panama was still a 

province of Colombia) and involved the deaths of 5,000 to 10,000 workers, preceding the 

more famous Canal by a half century. 

 

The Panama Railroad Company was formed in the 19th Century, and still operates today as 

the Panama Canal Railway Company.  Since 1998 it has been jointly owned by Kansas City 

Southern and Mi-Jack Products and leased to the government of Panama, operating 

chiefly freight trains, but with daily passenger trains for tourists. 

 



The incentive for its construction had been the boom in traffic following the 1849 

California Gold Rush1, being begun in 1850, with the first revenue-earning operation in 

18552.   

 

However, the completion of the Central Pacific – Union Pacific railroad across the US in 

1869 was the turning point in the fortunes of the original railroad3, and by 1877 it was 

essentially bankrupt4. 

 

When de Lesseps set out to oversee the construction of the Canal, it turned out to be 

cheaper to buy the railway from its American owners than to pay their exorbitant freight 

rates.  It was therefore bought in 1879 for $25 million. 

 

Improvements were made and record numbers of passengers, and record amounts of 

freight, were carried but (and this is something that too often has dogged events in 

Panama) “Graft and corruption continued until the French spending spree [on the Canal 

development] could not continue”.  In February 1889, the Canal Company went bankrupt 

and work on the Canal stopped5. 

 

“The situation of the Panama Railroad was an anomalous one.  Here was a 

transcontinental line owned by the United States Government, operating under a 

concession of the Republic of Colombia6, connecting the principal cities of the 

 
1  Between 1855 and 1867 more than $700 million in gold was carried on the railroad without the loss of a 
single dollar: http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html  
2  For more on the history of the railway, and those involved in its creation, see 
http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html  
3  Including the valuable US Mail contracts, until it was possible to send the mail overland on the new 
transcontinental railways: http://www.panamarailroad.org/mail.html  
4  http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html  
5  http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html  
6  The Panama Railroad had been built with a concession from Colombia, a contract that specified that 
Colombia had the right to purchase the road in 1875 for $5 million. A new contract with Colombia in 1867 
saw The Panama Railroad paying Colombia $1 million and promised to pay $250,000 a year in return for a 
99-year franchise. When the French bought the railroad, this arrangement remained in place, but the 
railway functioned as an integral part of the canal construction company. when the US Government 

http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html
http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html
http://www.panamarailroad.org/mail.html
http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html
http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html


Republic of Panama, and doing business under a charter of the State of New York.  

Still further to add to the peculiarities of the situation, the government of Colombia 

claimed that when the concession of the railroad should expire its property would 

revert to Colombia.  If that were so, then, since the railroad owned the land on 

which the city of Colon is built, Colombia would reacquire the property rights of one 

of the cities that had thrown off the yoke of her dominion”7. 

History of the Panama Canal by Ira E Bennett (1915) 
 

After the US bought the Panama Canal Company in 1902, it set up the Isthmian Canal 

Commission to oversee construction, and the railway came under this Commission.  Much 

of the railway lay where the Canal was to go and required moving.  Hence, the railway was 

rebuilt, improved and in some cases rerouted, reopening in 1912 (at a cost of $9 million, 

more than its original construction cost)8. 

 

 

The railway station in Panama City. 
It was completed in 1913 just after 
the railroad was relocated 

 

 

The Panama Railroad 

Company also owned a 

significant shipping line (see 

below), connecting to New 

York and San Francisco, as 

 
acquired the PRR, it was kept functioning as a separate corporation, yet a part of the Canal: 
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/htmfiles/2014-08-14P.pdf  
7  History of the Panama Canal by Ira E Bennett (1915): https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/Bennett/prr2.htm 
8  http://www.panamarailroad.org/history2.html  

http://www.panamahistorybits.com/htmfiles/2014-08-14P.pdf
https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/Bennett/prr2.htm
http://www.panamarailroad.org/history2.html


well as having a Central America network linking Nicaragua, Costa Rica, El Salvador and 

Guatemala to Panama City.  One of its own ships, the SS Ancon, was the first-ever ship to 

transit the completed Canal in August 19149. 

 

Until 1939, the Railroad had a monopoly on trans-isthmus transportation under the 1903 

Treaty.  After considerable delay, the 1936 Treaty and the transisthmian highway treaty, 

which abolished the monopoly, were finally approved by the US Senate in 1939.  This 

delay was due to warnings from the War Department that the concessions to Panama 

would undermine Canal defence.  A secondary factor was the decline of Roosevelt’s 

political influence following the abortive attempt to “pack” the Supreme Court in 1937.  

For more detail of the agreement, see Annex 4. 

 

By 1939, the railway company also operated, as its largest commercial enterprise, the 

commissary stores throughout the Canal Zone.  This was as well as handling all dock and 

harbour activities at the terminal cities, and Hotel Washington and Hotel Tivoli (see 

Chapter 2).10 

 

During World War 2, improvements and expansion meant that it was calculated that the 

railway system could, in theory, have handled the cargo moved through the Canal, albeit 

at greater cost, if the Canal had been closed or damaged. 

 

One should also note that the Railroad provided stevedore services for the commercial 

ports on the Canal. 

 

In 1948, when the US passed The Panama Railroad Act 1948, amending the Canal Zone 

Code 1934 with the addition of Article 3 - this Article re-incorporated the Panama Railroad 

(PRR) making it an official operating arm of the Canal.11 

 
9  See Chapter 45 for her World War 2 story. 
10  https://aquadocs.org/bitstream/handle/1834/19156/pages39_66.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y  
11  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/htmfiles/2014-08-14P.pdf  

https://aquadocs.org/bitstream/handle/1834/19156/pages39_66.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/htmfiles/2014-08-14P.pdf


 

Train leaving the station at Plaza 5 de Mayo in 
Panama City 

 

However, following World War 2, few 

improvements were made and, by the 

time of the Carter-Torrijos Treaty of 

1977, the railway was in a bad state. 

 

In 1979, the US Government handed it over to the Panamanian Government but by 1986, 

its condition was so poor that the US authorities forbade its use to transport any US 

civilians or service personnel12. 

 

Up until 1997, only minimal maintenance was carried out.  Then, in 1998, control was 

turned over to the privately-owned Panama Canal Railway Company, and a project launch 

to develop the line to chiefly handle container traffic13, with 2 new container depots 

created, and the railway reopened in 2001.   

 

Today there are just the 2 container depots at either end of the line, and passenger 

terminals at Colón and Corozal. 

Panama Railroad locomotives in 
1940 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
12  http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html  
13  The extensive work included changing the gauge from 5-feet (still used by the locomotive “mules” at the 
Canal locks) to the same 4 feet 6-inch standard gauge used in the US. 

http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html


 
 
THE RAILWAY STATION AT PEDRO MIGUEL c.1939  

At the time, all the stations along the line – Mindi, 

Cristóbal Harbor, Gatún, F Beans, Gamboa, Paraiso, 

Pedro Miguel, Red Tank, Corozal, Diablo High, 

Ancón, Mount Hope Cemetery - had the same 

essential characteristics.  They had a gable roof on 

wooden poles, an area to deposit postal parcels, a 

ticket office, toilet area, water dispenser, car 

parking, and an arrivals/departures board.   

 

Other older stations at Colón, Gatún, Balboa and the 

Pacific Terminal Station on the Plaza 5 de Mayo had 

more permanent structures, as well as separate 

sections for Gold Roll and Silver Roll passengers14. 

 

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

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


PANAMA RAILROAD15 

     FY 193816 War peak year  % increase 

Revenue ton miles (freight)  10,504,777 62,480,603  495% 

Total passengers carried       358,897   1,146,899  219.5% 

Freight tons stevedored       617,137   1,145,186    85.6% 

Tons freight handled/transferred  1,530,287   2,508,421    64% 

Coal sales (tons)       103,844      127,644    22.9% 

 

  

 
15  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 
16  US fiscal years run to September. 

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


THE SHIPPING LINE 

 

As mentioned, the Panama Railroad Company also owned 

a significant shipping line, connecting to New York and San 

Francisco, as well as having a Central America network 

linking Nicaragua, Costa Rica, El Salvador and Guatemala 

to Panama City.  It was one of its own ships, the SS Ancon, 

that made the first-ever ship to transit the completed 

Canal in 191417. 

  

The new USS ANCON launch 24 September 193818 

 

In 1893 the Panama Railroad formed its own 

shipping line as the Colombian Line, operating 

between Colón and New York using chartered 

vessels.   

 

Re-named Panama Railroad Steamship Line on 1 

January 1896, in 1904 the Line passed into the 

control of the US Government after it assumed the Canal project.   It was operated by a 

Board of Directors appointed by the Secretary of War, and the Line played a critical role in 

the canal construction19. 

 

 
17  See Chapter 45 for her World War 2 story. 
18  https://www.pinterest.ch/pin/326862885436562785/?nic_v2=1a3N0L46b  
19  Journal of The Steamship Historical Society of America (1991) 
https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/liners.htm 

https://www.pinterest.ch/pin/326862885436562785/?nic_v2=1a3N0L46b
https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/liners.htm


After the US Congress overruled President Hoover's plan to disband the line in 1932, 

planning for new tonnage began, but this proposal came under attack from privately-

owned companies opposed to a government-owned line diverting commercial trade20.   

 

The plans for new ships were revived in 1936, and this coincided with legislation in the US 

intended to revive and strengthen the US Merchant Marine.  A new Federal Maritime 

Commission had been created, and this subsidised the construction and operation of US 

vessels.  However, the Merchant Marine Act 1936 had also reaffirmed US Government 

support for private shipping companies, and this prompted criticism of plans to upgrade 

what was, in effect, a government-owned shipping line. 

 

The Panama Railroad replied by citing a 

US Supreme Court decision from 1935 - 

"We attach no importance to the fact 

that the railway company has utilized 

both its ships and railroad to carry private 

freight and passengers. The record shows 

that this is done to a limited extent 

compared; and that it is only incidental to 

the government operations".21 

Plans were eventually finalised for 3 new 

vessels designed by the noted naval 

architect George G Sharp, to offer 52 

passenger sailings a year compared to the 

26 then being offered. 

 

At the outbreak of World War 2, the 

 
20  https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/liners.htm 
21  https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/liners.htm  

https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/liners.htm
https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/liners.htm


Steamship Line had this small fleet of new passenger-cargo liners, that had been built in 

the US by the Bethlehem Steel Company in Massachusetts22.  This group of 3 sister ships 

were designed to accommodate passengers or cargo at a speed of around 17 knots. 

 

All 3 ships were of 10,021 gross tons (9,091 tonnes) and 14,206 tons (12,887 tonnes) 

displacement.  They were designed to accommodate 202 passengers, as well as 292, 410 

cubic feet of general cargo and had a 90,460 cubic feet of refrigerated cargo capacity. 

 

 

 

 
22  Who had won the contract with a tender of $4,.04 million per ship: 
https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/liners.htm 

https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/liners.htm


SS Ancon 
as USS Ancon (AGC-4) at 
anchor in Chesapeake Bay 
in May 1943, after 
conversion from a troop 
transport to an amphibious 
command ship (AGC).  Note 
that some of her civilian 
bow ornamentation, 
although painted over, is 
still visible. US Navy photo # 
NH 95389. 
 
 

 

 

 

One of the ships was the SS Ancon, which had been launched in 1938 and only delivered in 

June 193923.  Until the Pearl Harbor attack she continued to undertake her peacetime 

civilian service, linking New York and Cristobal. 

 

Laid down at Bethlehem Steel Company of Quincy, Massachusetts.  Launched on 24 

September 1938, she was delivered to the Panama Railroad Company on 16 June 1939.  

She cost $5 million. 

 

“In her peacetime garb she was magnificent. There were mirrored lounges, cocktail bars 

and dinning salon found on many liners of that time. her passengers enjoyed a cool glass 

of rum & coke, while they caught up on the news of the Canal Zone and the war clouds on 

the horizon in Europe. As they relaxed to the music of Harry James and other late 30’s 

favourites they wondered what the future would bring…The Ancon was a proud ship which 

her refrigerated holds stored tons of green Chiquita la Banana that would ripen on the way 

to stateside markets”. 

SS Ancon goes to War by Louis J Barbier24 

 
23  The original SS Ancon, which had made the first-ever transit of the Canal, was sold in 1941 and her story is 
related in Chapter 45. 
24  https://www.pancanalsociety.org/articles/SSAnconGoesToWar.html 

https://www.pancanalsociety.org/articles/SSAnconGoesToWar.html


 

 

On 11 January 1942, she was taken over by the Army Transportation Service, after 

modification in San Francisco25 and was used for 4 months ferrying US troops to reinforce 

Australia as the Attack Transport USAT Ancon.   

 
 

A wartime grey-painted USS Ancon passes 
through the Panama Canal 

 

She was then acquired by the US 

Navy on 7 August 1942, and was 

commissioned as USS Ancon (AP-66) 

on 12 August 1942, with 

Commander David H Swinson USNR 

in command, for use as a troopship.  

Later, during 1943-45, she became 

an Auxiliary Amphibious Force 

Flagship (AGC-4) with upgraded 

communications equipment26, 

having been reclassified on 26 

February 1943 – following 

modification 16 February 1943 to 21 April 1943, at the Norfolk Naval Shipyard, 

Portsmouth, Virginia. 

 

 
25  Including over 1,500 metal standee type bunks. Troopships of World War II by Roland W Charles (Army 
Transportation Society), 1947.  https://history.army.mil/documents/WWII/wwii_Troopships.pdf 
26  https://history.army.mil/documents/WWII/wwii_Troopships.pdf 
Amphibious command ships were fitted as flagships for the Chiefs of Combined Forces with 
accommodations for Marines or Army units.  The Ancon was also fitted with elaborate radio and radar 
equipment. 

https://history.army.mil/documents/WWII/wwii_Troopships.pdf
https://history.army.mil/documents/WWII/wwii_Troopships.pdf


The USS Ancon was, a first, the first US communication ship, converted by the Navy for 

Army use, and equipped solely and wholly to transmit and receive vital information and 

intelligence, reports and combat commands.27 

 

Among the modifications made in 1943 were gun mounts added fore and aft.  The 

swimming pool was drained of its water and became a wash room and shower facility for 

the troops.  The cargo holds became crew’s quarters, dinning salons became crew’s mess 

decks, the lounge & bar became the officer’s wardroom the passenger staterooms 

became cabins for the officers with their pink-tiled bathtubs and showers carried over 

from her peacetime cruising.  More cargo hoisting booms were also added28. 

 

As the USS Ancon, she was first assigned to the Europe-Africa-Middle East Theatre and 

then reassigned to the Asiatic-Pacific Theatre and participated in the landings at –  

• Algeria-Morocco (November 1942);  

• Sicily (July 1943);  

• Salerno, Italy (September 1943);  

• Normandy, as part of Task Force 122, Assault Force Q (June 1944); and 

• Okinawa Gunto (April-June 1945). 

 

She won her first Battle Star at Operation Torch, the Allied invasion of North Africa, at 

Fedala in French Morocco, only 15 miles from Casablanca, on 8 November as the flagship 

of Transport Division 9, Amphibious Force, US Atlantic Fleet.  When USS Joseph Hewes, 

another transport alongside her, was torpedoed and sunk USS Ancon rescued survivors.  

The following night 5 large transports (by now empty of troops) were torpedoed and sunk. 

Bombs and torpedoes were all around the USS Ancon, but she was untouched. At one 

point the Captain (PL Mather USN) gave the order to cut the anchor chain and depart, 

with USS Ancon and the other ships retreated further out to sea and safety. 

 
27  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. 
28  https://www.pancanalsociety.org/articles/SSAnconGoesToWar.html 

https://www.pancanalsociety.org/articles/SSAnconGoesToWar.html


 

The USS Ancon later served as flagship of Commander Amphibious Force US Atlantic Fleet 

in support of Operation Husky, the Sicily invasion.  The commanding admiral was Rear 

Admiral Allen G Kirk, USN, Commander Task Force 85, whose task was to land the 45th 

Infantry Division at Scogletti on 10 July 1943.  General Omar Bradley, was the 

commanding general and was aboard USS Ancon during the operation.  She had been 

under heavy fire during 10 days of the Sicily operation. 

 

She then participated in the amphibious assault at Salerno in Italy from 9 to 19 September 

1943 and had on board Lieutenant General Mark Clark, Commander of the 5th Army.  4 

days after the invasion of Salerno had started an Italian submarine surfaced alongside the 

USS Ancon, wanting to surrender to the captain of the ship29. 

 

On D-Day, USS Ancon was the flagship of Rear Admiral John L Hall, USN, Commander of 

the Amphibious Assault Force of Omaha Beach. 

 

USS Ancon spent New Year’s Eve 1943-44 in Panama with her crew enjoying liberty in 

Colón.  The following day she passed through the Panama Canal on the way to Pearl 

Harbor with an intermediate stopover in San Diego.  After 3 weeks at Pearl Harbor, as the 

flagship of Rear Admiral Jerauld Wright, Commander 5th Amphibious Group with Major 

General Watson, Commander of the 2nd Marine Division, she sailed for Okinawa as part of 

the Ancon Amphibious Battle Group, facing kamikaze attacks.  These included a near miss 

astern of the ship which caused a fire to breakout on the Ancon’s fantail, as it fought off 

19 air attacks during its time on station. 

 

She was the first AGC into Tokyo Bay, where she was present for the Japanese 

surrender.30 

 
29  Ibid. 
30 https://www.pancanalsociety.org/articles/SSAnconGoesToWar.html 

https://www.pancanalsociety.org/articles/SSAnconGoesToWar.html


 

Following the end of the war, she was assigned to Occupation service in the Far East 

September – November 1945.  Decommissioned on 25 February 1946 at the New York 

Naval Shipyard, she was struck from the Naval Register on 17 April 1946. 

 

She returned to the Panama Railroad Company in July 1951 under her original name for 

commercial service until 20 April 1961.  Title for the ship was then returned to the 

Maritime Administration by the Panama Railroad Company on 29 June 1962; having been 

loaned to the Maine Maritime Academy on 29 June 1961, for use as the schools training 

ship and renamed TS State of Maine on 14 July 1962. 

 

Returned to the United States Maritime Administration (MARAD) on 25 May 1973, she 

was sold for scrapping on 9 May 1973 to the North American Smelting Company, and 

delivered on 25 May 1973, with scrapping completed by 22 August 1975. 

 
 
USS Ancon as a 
command ship 31 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
31  Ships Monthly (October 2013) 
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/pdfdocs/Panama%20Line%20article_2.pdf  

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/pdfdocs/Panama%20Line%20article_2.pdf


The SS Cristabol 

was also built in 

1939 and 

acquired by the 

Army after the 

Pearl Harbor 

attack.   

 

 

 

 

After being requisitioned 

by the US Army on 11 

January 1942 and 

redesignated, the 

Cristobal had sailed from 

New York with troops 

and supplies bound for 

New Caledonia. 

However, as political 

relations between the Free French, the Vichy French and the US were not yet clear, the 

convoy was diverted to Australia. There the ship reloaded, picked up field artillery guns 

and proceeded to New Caledonia. 

 

Arriving at Noumea, New Caledonia, the first part of March, 1942, the troops disembarked 

by using the ship's lifeboats. For days, these troops sweated over the unfamiliar and back-

breaking job of handling all cargo by hand, as there were no facilities ashore at New 

Caledonia.  

 

She was next ordered back to New York, where she was further converted to carry 2,300 

troops. She next headed for Belfast, and thence to Scotland for British troops, and to join 



a convoy of British and US ships, departing for Suez via Freetown, Cape Town, Durban and 

Aden, arriving in Suez on 23 July 1942. There she was exposed nightly to air raids, but 

survived to start the long voyage home, carrying Italian POW from North Africa bound for 

Durban.  

 

After this she sailed back to New York and, at the end of October 1942, the 20th Engineer 

Regiment embarked and the vessel left New York, with the ship being directed to 

transport the troops to French Morocco for the invasion of Casablanca as part of 

Operation Torch.  After discharging the 20th Engineer Regiment, she took on 1,300 

wounded servicemen and took them back to New York. 

 

For the duration of the war in Europe, the Cristobal made trips back and forth to the 

Mediterranean, North Africa and Italy with occasional trips to England and Iceland. After 

D-Day, she landed elements of the 104th Infantry Division on 7 September 1944 at Utah 

Beach, and other units later at Le Havre; Marseilles; and Port Said - the Mediterranean 

entrance of the Suez Canal.  

On 30 March 1945, in the North Atlantic, she collided with an Allied tanker ship, the Crow 

Wing. Both ships were damaged, but continued with their missions. 

 

When the European conflict ended, the Cristobal brought back US troops from Italy, 

France and England; and she carried a great many sick and wounded, being particularly 

well fitted for use as a hospital ship32. 

 

In January 1946, she 

was modified at 

Newport News and used 

to carry 119 war brides 

and 101 dependent 

 
32  https://www.20thengineers.com/ww2-cristobal.html  

https://www.20thengineers.com/ww2-cristobal.html


children from the UK to the US.  She continued in this role until returned to the Shipping 

Line in June 194633. 

 

Postwar, she resumed her position as fleet flagship34 and continued a passenger/cargo 

service between New York and Panama until 1961, after which she operated a New 

Orleans-Panama route until her final voyage in September 198135.  She was scrapped in 

Texas the same year36. 

 

Image of a “Proclamation” given to a serviceman when the USAT. Cristobal was a troop ship, and dated June 
1942 at 'A SECRET LONGITUDE'.  The certificate is signed 'E. J. Essersun, Master, Commander of the Wind 
and Waves, American', along with the signatures of 2 British officers. The certificate was for crossing the 

equator for the first time37.  

 
33  https://history.army.mil/documents/WWII/wwii_Troopships.pdf 
34  She was flagship for a total of 42 years. 
35  https://www.czbrats.com/CuPA/Everson/sscris.htm  
36  Ships Monthly (October 2013) 
37  It is dated June 1942 so it does not seem correct that the Cristobal commenced service as US Army 
Transport in July of the same year: http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof501.htm  

https://history.army.mil/documents/WWII/wwii_Troopships.pdf
https://www.czbrats.com/CuPA/Everson/sscris.htm
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof501.htm


USAT Cristobal 

  
 
SS Panama 

 

The SS Panama was the third of the 1939 

constructions by Bethlehem Steel.   

 

She was taken over by the Army Transport 

Service earlier than the others, in June 

1941, while in New York.  

 

After trips to Bermuda and the Canal 

Zone, she underwent conversion to a troopship at a New York shipyard and renamed USS 

James Parker as a US Navy vessel.   

 

She went on to make several voyages between New Orleans and Cristóbal before 

returning to New York and, in March 1942, sailed from there, via the Canal, to Bora Bora 

and Australian and New Zealand.  Returning to the US, she travelled more widely than her 

sisters above, venturing as far as Ascension Island and French Equatorial Africa, as well as 

Cape Town.  From December 1942 until 1945 she began making frequent journeys 

between the US and the UK and North Africa. 



 SS Panama heading for sea trials in 1939 

 
 

 

 

 

 

In January 1946, she was converted like the Cristobal to carry US dependents from the UK, 

and was used for this role until returned to the Steamship Line in May 194638.   

 

Unlike the Cristobal, which continued in service with the Shipping Line to 1981, being 

disposed of in 1957, and she then operated with 3 different cruise lines before being 

scrapped in Turkey in 1985, the last of the sisters to go. 

 

 

USS Ancon  

 
38  https://history.army.mil/documents/WWII/wwii_Troopships.pdf  

https://history.army.mil/documents/WWII/wwii_Troopships.pdf


EXTRACTS FROM “TROOPSHIPS OF WORLD WAR II” 

Troopships of World War II by Roland W Charles (Published and distributed by the US Army Transportation 

Association, Washington DC, 1947) 

 



 



 

  



 

THE PANAMA SHIP REGISTER AND FLAGS OF CONVENIENCE 

 

The use of “Flags of Convenience”, such as that of Panama, was “of little practical 

significance until after the Second World War” and, for the ships that were flying foreign 

flags in the interwar period, the original main motivating factors in the first half of the 20th 

Century for re-flagging were for avoidance of US alcohol prohibition and attempts to keep 

wage levels low.   

 

In any case, the extent of their use was very limited, and this situation – where flags of 

convenience were a minor institution – continued in the first years after World War 2, 

before gradually becoming more significant.39   

 

The growing tendency to register ships in flag of convenience-countries in the first 

postwar decades was far from universal, but confined to shipping companies of a handful 

of countries.  Ships under “Greek, US and Italian ownership accounted for at least 70% of 

all tonnage under flags of convenience” by the end of the 1960s, followed by owners from 

Hong Kong (around 5%) and Formosa (i.e. Taiwan).40 

 

Panama had been the first open registry to be given full international legal recognition in 

the 1920’s, largely supported by the US Government, the incentive being the ability for US 

shipowners to employ cheap labour. In 1939, the US Government signed a treaty with 

Panama whereby profits from shipping were exempted from taxes, which made it 

attractive to US shipowners to take advantage of freedom of employment while obtaining 

tax benefits.  On the political front, Panama’s neutrality at the start of World War 2 was an 

additional encouragement for shipowners from the US and worldwide, to trade under the 

Panamanian flag.   

 

 
39  https://openaccess.nhh.no/nhh-xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/2393499/DP12.pdf?sequence=1  
40  https://openaccess.nhh.no/nhh-xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/2393499/DP12.pdf?sequence=1  

https://openaccess.nhh.no/nhh-xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/2393499/DP12.pdf?sequence=1
https://openaccess.nhh.no/nhh-xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/2393499/DP12.pdf?sequence=1


Over 100 US-controlled ships traded under the Panamanian and Honduran flags during 

the war.41 

 

One of the best-known shipowners was to be Aristotle Onassis (1900-1975).  Born in 

Smyrna, he emigrated to Argentine in 1923 and was the archetype of the cosmopolitan 

Greek shipowner. His name is synonymous with the heyday of Greek shipping in the 

second half of the 20th Century.  

He was able to exploit the shipping crisis in the 1930s, when hundreds of Greek and 

foreign steamships were tied up in the Rio de la Plata, bought his first steamships, and by 

the outbreak of World War 2 had already formed a significant fleet.  Even before the war, 

he had realised the importance of the tankers and placed an order for his first, in Swedish 

shipyards in 1938.  In 1942 he settled in New York, from where he managed his fleet of 

tankers and tramp ships sailing under the neutral flags of Panama and Sweden, exploiting 

the high freight rates in the free market.42 

 

 

FOOTNOTE - THE OTHER RAILWAYS43 

 

The trans-isthmus railroad was not the only railway system in Panama during the war.  

There were more in the province of Chiriqui, on the northern border with Costa Rica. 

 

FERROCARRIL NACIONAL DE CHIRIQUÍ 

 

The Ferrocarril Nacional de Chiriquí ("National Railway of Chiriquí") was responsible for a 

railway which had been begun in 1914, with 4 lines, operating out from the provincial 

capital of David, and which all opened in 1916.  Despite its title, this was a private 

enterprise, with only 5% of its shareholding held by the Panamanian Government.  In 

 
41  https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/10874137.pdf  
42  https://www.cairn.info/revue-entreprises-et-histoire-2011-2-page-80.htm  
43  https://www.ferrolatino.ch/en/reports/panama/ 
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1928, a further extension of one of the lines reached the Pacific coast at Puerto 

Armuelles44.  However, a suggestion for another extension from Boquete to reach the 

Caribbean coast at Almirante, in the province of Bocas del Toro, was discussed but nothing 

came of it. 

 

A narrow-gauge railway45, its passenger traffic was always more important than its goods 

traffic. 

 

In 1945, the remaining shares in the company were acquired by the Governments of 

Panama and of the province of Chiriqui.  In 1947, another branch line opened, giving the 

system almost 124 miles (200 km) of track.  It used both steam and diesel locomotives. 

 

By 1969, competition from road traffic had become a serious problem and, on 1 August 

1969, it was taken over entirely by the Panamanian Government.  Both investment and 

repairs were necessary, but by the end of the 1970s increasing competition from bus lines 

led to passenger services on most lines out of David ended.  The goods service was also 

suffering, due to competition from road traffic and a recession in the banana-growing 

industry. 

 

In 1982, all rail transport ended, except on one line (that which reached the coast at 

Puerto Armuelles), but then only for goods trains on demand. 

 

In 1983, the connection to the Costa Rican train services (at a station north of Puerto 

Armuelles)46 ended due to competition from the Pan-American Highway. 

Services continued to be reduced until, in 1988, services ended altogether47. 

 
44  Until the 1970s, when a road connected the town, the railway was the only means of transport to the 
port, important for the banana trade. 
45  With a 3-feet (914 mm) gauge. 
46  Because of the different track gauges used by the separate railway services, passengers had to change 
trains at the station. 
47  https://www.ferrolatino.ch/en/reports/panama/ 

https://www.ferrolatino.ch/en/reports/panama/


 

CHIRIQUÍ LAND LÍNEAS DEL SUR 

 

This was one of 2 railways that owed their existence to the United Fruit Company and its 

bananas. 

 

This southern system was also a narrow-gauge railway48, and connected to Puerto 

Armuelles on the Pacific coast, and also to southern Costa Rica.49  By the end of the 1920s 

the rail system comprised some 102.5 miles (165 km).50 

 

Although principally intended to support the company banana business, for the transport 

of bananas and plant workers, from the middle of the 1930s other goods and passengers 

were transported.  From the 1950s, schoolchildren's transport became more important. 

At Puerto Armuelles and 2 other stations there were connection to the Ferrocarril 

Nacional de Chiriquí system. 

 

In 1971, passenger transport, as well as the carriage of other goods, ended, although it 

continued to move bananas (at least on certain sections of the system) until the early 

1980s.  the line across the border into Costa Rica official closed in 1988. 

 

CHIRIQUÍ LAND LÍNEAS DEL NORTE (OR DIVISIÓN BOCAS) 

 

This northern system was begun before the southern one, and was in the Bocas del Toro 

Province, which lies alongside the province of Chiriqui, also bordering Costa Rica, but with 

a Caribbean coastline. 

 

 
48  With a 3-feet (914 mm) gauge. 
49  At one stage, the United Fruit Company envisaged a (narrow-gauge) railway line from New York to 
Panama City, but only a small section from the Guatemalan/Mexican border to the port of La Unión in El 
Salvador was built. 
50  By 1970, there was still some 87 miles (140 km) in service. 



The first line ran from Almirante on the coast to the rural areas inland.  It was extended 

northwards, to Rio Sixaola on the border with Costa Rica. 

 

Banana production was hit by the outbreak of the “Panama illness” from 1929, with the 

United Fruit Company having to start plantations in Costa Rica, and the railway line was 

extended across the river and into Costa Rica to fetch bananas from there for shipment.  

Banana production in Panama recovered in the mid-1930s, with a accompanying further 

expansion of the rail network, including another bridge across the Rio Sixaola. 

 

By 1951, the system had 88 miles (142 km) of track, with 11 locomotives (all but 1 by then 

being diesel). 

 

As with the southern network, passengers were also transported51, including plantation 

workers and their families.  Indeed, between Almirante and the town of Changuinola to 

the north, the goods and passenger loads were very good as late as 1960. 

 

By the late 1990s, goods transport had diminished significantly, and flooding in 1998 had 

affected the line to the surviving bridge over the river to Costa Rica52, and thus cross-

border traffic ended. 

 

Nevertheless, the system survived into the 21st Century, but from 2005 the branch lines 

were dismantled, and from 2008 the main line followed. 

 

 
51  That on the lines in Costa Rica ended in 1956. 
52  The other bridge had already been destroyed in flooding in the late 1960s. 


