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 PANAMA - OPERATING OUTSIDE THE ZONE: THE 1942 AGREEMENT AND THE 1947 ROW 

 

The Canal Zone was only small and narrow, basically extending five miles (8.05 km) either 

side of the centreline of the Canal, but modified in a few areas – such as to exclude parts 

of Panama City, that would otherwise fall within the Zone, and to include Madden Dam 

when constructed.  At the outbreak of World War 2 in 1939, the US forces had just one 

substantial defence site outside the Canal Zone, at Rio Hato (of which more below). 

 

It was obvious that effective defence of the Canal would be best served by additional 

defence sites outside the Canal Zone.  This was to lead to the establishment of airfields 

and other facilities in the Republic - such as airfields, anti-aircraft batteries, radar and 

warning stations - as well as advance bases in neighbouring countries, from which 

patrolling aircraft would guard the approaches to the Canal. 

 

However, establishing the required sites outside the Canal Zone was not as 

straightforward as it might have been – partly because of a change in the relationship 

between Panama and the US, but largely by the attitude of the Panamanian Government, 

at least until a President was deposed. 

 

THE RISE OF NATIONALISM AND THE PRESIDENCY OF ARIAS MADRID 

 

Prior to the 1930s, the US had actively imposed itself on and in Panama.  By 1920 it had 

intervened no less than five times, usually at the request of one Panamanian faction or 

another1.  During the 1920s, an occupation force was stationed in the province of Chiriquí 

Province for two years to protect US citizens and property – despite the argument put 

forward by Panama that the right of occupation to maintain security etc (which the 1903 

Treaty allowed for) could apply only to the two major cities, Panama City and Colón.  In 

 
1  http://countrystudies.us/panama/11.htm  

http://countrystudies.us/panama/11.htm
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another incident, in October 1925, after the violent Rent Riots in Panama City2, and this 

time at the request of the Panamanian Government, 600 US troops with fixed bayonets 

dispersed mobs which had threatened to seize the city. 

 

This threat of US intervention was used by successive regimes to maintain control and 

allowed the status quo to be maintained – that is until, following a coup in 1931, the 

authorities relied less on the threat, and more on the use of the national police or the 

heavies of one political faction or another. 

 

In any case, in 1930, there was a change in US policy.  The Clark Memorandum of 1928, 

formulated by US President Coolidge’s Undersecretary of State, J Reuben Clark, had been 

kept secret by the Coolidge Administration, but was released in 1930 by the following 

Hoover Administration.  This Memorandum said that any intervention by the US was not 

sanctioned by the Monroe Doctrine3, that the Monroe Doctrine only applied to situations 

involving European countries, that it only related to conflicts of interest only between the 

US and European nations, and not any between the US and Latin American countries.  

Even earlier, in December 1904, the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine had said 

that the US would intervene as a last resort to ensure that other nations in the Western 

Hemisphere fulfilled their obligations to international creditors (meaning in practice, 

usually, the US, of course), did not violate the rights of the US or invite “foreign aggression 

to the detriment of the entire body of American nations”.4 

 

In 1928, US Secretary of State Frank B Kellogg had reiterated that the US Government 

would not countenance illegal changes of government in Panama.  However, it chose not 

 
2  Similar riots in 1932 were put down by the Panamanian authorities, despite the “peoples’” regime being in 
place by then. 
3  https://ap.gilderlehrman.org/resource/monroe-doctrine-
1823?gclid=CjwKCAjwv4SaBhBPEiwA9YzZvDxufRbYttgxA4bFCFbGA23INV5qHegm9pZyaV_PT0ziefJ1FqdkORo
CyEYQAvD_BwE  
4  Note that, in 1903 the Hays-Bunau-Varilla Treaty, granting the US exclusive rights over a trans-isthmus 
canal, had also made the newly independent Republic of Panama a US protectorate, and contained 
provision effectively allowing US interference. 

https://ap.gilderlehrman.org/resource/monroe-doctrine-1823?gclid=CjwKCAjwv4SaBhBPEiwA9YzZvDxufRbYttgxA4bFCFbGA23INV5qHegm9pZyaV_PT0ziefJ1FqdkORoCyEYQAvD_BwE
https://ap.gilderlehrman.org/resource/monroe-doctrine-1823?gclid=CjwKCAjwv4SaBhBPEiwA9YzZvDxufRbYttgxA4bFCFbGA23INV5qHegm9pZyaV_PT0ziefJ1FqdkORoCyEYQAvD_BwE
https://ap.gilderlehrman.org/resource/monroe-doctrine-1823?gclid=CjwKCAjwv4SaBhBPEiwA9YzZvDxufRbYttgxA4bFCFbGA23INV5qHegm9pZyaV_PT0ziefJ1FqdkORoCyEYQAvD_BwE
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to intervene during the national elections in Panama in 1928 that saw Florencio H 

Arosemena become President, despite widespread allegations of corruption.  Then, when 

a coup toppled Arosemena in 1931, the US once again declined to intervene5, and it has 

been said that the non-intervention in 1931 marked a watershed in the history of US 

intervention in Panama6. 

 

Another step was when, in 1933, President Roosevelt set out his Good Neighbor Policy 

that was intended to govern relations with Latin America, with an intention to substitute 

cooperation and trade rather than military force to maintain stability in the hemisphere. 7  

At the Seventh Inter-American Conference in Montevideo later that year, the US 

expressed a qualified acceptance of the principle of non-intervention, and in 1936, it 

adopted the principle without reservation.8 

 

Notwithstanding changes in the US-Panama relationship, even under the 1936 Hull-Alfaro 

Treaty, which would amend the terms of the arrangements set out in the original 1903 

Treaty, formally ended Panama’s status as a US protectorate, and made many other 

concessions to Panamanian sovereignty and sensitivities, in three important areas Panama 

was required to concede.  These were in respect of the right of eminent domain over 

lands and waters outside the Canal Zone for purposes of defending the Canal; the right of 

the US to intervene unilaterally in the cities of Panama and Colón (which were situated 

close to either end of the Canal) to preserve order and offset any threat to vital ports; and 

the role of the US as a general guarantor of Panamanian independence.   

 

 
5  Rather than intervening, the US military waited for assurances from the insurgents that the rebels would 
not impinge on the Canal’s function or security, which they received.  In the wake of the coup, the US 
Minister in Panama assured the leaders of the provisional regime that US troops would not intervene unless 
the unrest spread to other parts of the country.  The US State Department issued a statement on 2 January 
1932, saying that public order had not been disturbed, so that no intervention had proved necessary: 
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/220102/cubrieron-agencias-prensa-golpe 
6  http://countrystudies.us/panama/11.htm  
7  https://history.state.gov/milestones/1921-1936/good-neighbor  
8  http://countrystudies.us/panama/11.htm   

https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/220102/cubrieron-agencias-prensa-golpe
http://countrystudies.us/panama/11.htm
https://history.state.gov/milestones/1921-1936/good-neighbor
http://countrystudies.us/panama/11.htm
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Ironically, the refusal of US Minister in Panama9 and the US Secretary of State to send 

troops into Panama City (which was permitted by the 1903 Treaty) to put down the 1931 

coup failed to reduce the anti-Americanism that had become an integral part of 

Panamanian nationalism.  This anti-Americanism carried over into the electoral campaign 

of 1932, and relations with the US became the overriding issue in that election.10 

 

In the 1930s, students became an important factor in Panamanian political 

developments11.  The National University of Panama was established in 1935 with the aim 

of helping to “preserve the Panamanian nationality”.  It would be students that led the 

anti-American protests in the immediate postwar years, including opposition to the 

proposed Treaty for continued postwar use of US bases in the Republic. 

 

Prior to changes in the relationship between Panama and the US, embodied in the 1936 

Treaty, the US had been able to make use of a procedure (like the right to occupy and 

fortify the Canal Zone, available in perpetuity under the 1903 Treaty) whereby the US 

could acquire, use, occupy and control land outside the Canal Zone.  Where private land 

was involved, this involved a payment to the owner, based on pre-1903 values (and 

determined by the US Treasury).  For private land (or, indeed, public land occupied by 

squatters), no formal agreement from the Panamanian Government was necessary, being 

regarded as if, in effect, a purely commercial arrangement12. 

 

 
9  Under the 1903 Treaty Panama was regarded as a US protectorate, and would not have diplomatic 
representation upgraded to ambassador level until the 1936 Treaty came into effect from 1939. 
10  Negotiating new treaties with Panama: 1936 by Lester D Langley (Hispanic American Historical Review, 
1968): https://read.dukeupress.edu/hahr/article/48/2/220/157650/Negotiating-New-Treaties-with-
Panama-1936 
11  Arias Madrid’s brother-in-law, as director of the National Institute, had given the President significant 
leverage with the youth of the capital.  He encouraged his students to maintain a state of “constant 
rebelliousness” to check the spread of imperialism — and not to check the Administration’s activities in 
relation to government contracts, the poor, and other conditions. 
12 Acquisition of Air Bases in Latin America June 1939 – June 1943 by Captain Bynum E Weathers Jr (USAF 
Historical Study No.63, USAF Historical Division, Research Studies Institute, Maxwell AFB, Alabama (1943): 
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf  

https://read.dukeupress.edu/hahr/article/48/2/220/157650/Negotiating-New-Treaties-with-Panama-1936
https://read.dukeupress.edu/hahr/article/48/2/220/157650/Negotiating-New-Treaties-with-Panama-1936
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf
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During and just after World War 1, the US had acquired small additional areas, and in 

1931-35 the new Madden Dam13 area was added to the Canal Zone.  Additionally, in the 

early 1930s, the War Department identified a need for additional airfields within 

Panamanian territory, but it was not until the late 1930s, as international tensions rose, 

that the US wanted considerably more territory for the establishment of airfields and 

other essential defences. 

 

In 1933, the US War Department had notified the State Department that there was a 

military need for additional airfields, with seven sites then being identified.  The 

Panamanian Government expressed a willingness to enter into negotiations over public 

land, while reminding the US of the need for the payment of rent for private land, as well 

as expressing a need for any facilities to also be available for Panamanian official and 

private aviation.  In 1935, it was reported that 25 landing field had been identified, 

reconnoitred, and improved, with the list of such sites forwarded to Panamanian officials. 

 

In fact, during the period 1931-41, the US Army Air Corps (USAAC) is said to made use of 

some 60 places described as airfields in Panama, but except for Rio Hato, far to the west 

of the Canal Zone (see more about Rio Hato below)14, none was in continuous use and 

most were ordinary fields that happened to be available15, and not used on a basis of 

being of any strategic or tactical importance.  The necessary arrangements were usually 

made with the local landowner.  For example, in one case a landing site was used, without 

any formal lease, for an annual payment of $600 to a landowner who had, in turn, leased 

 
13  https://elfarodelcanal.com/en/madden-a-vital-dam-for-the-canal/  
14  With formal use from 1931, and under a lease from 1935, Rio Hato in Coclé Province was to become a 
major US base during World War 2 as Rio Hato Army Air Base.  Given up postwar, it was once more obtained 
by the US Air Force under a 15-year lease in 1955, again becoming a major base, and only seeing the US 
military depart in 1970, when the Torrijos Administration refused to renew the lease.  However, it was to 
continue as an auxiliary landing field for Howard Air Force Base in the Canal Zone until 1990. 
15 Which was sufficient for the aircraft types then in use.  Furthermore, it seems no accurate records of such 
use was kept until 1933, when sites then in use were surveyed, and notes on them prepared for use by 
USAAC pilots: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/51-100/AFD-090601-032.pdf 

https://elfarodelcanal.com/en/madden-a-vital-dam-for-the-canal/
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/51-100/AFD-090601-032.pdf
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the property involved from the government.  Other civilian airfields, including the main 

ones at Panama City and David, also saw use by the USAAC.   

 

The 1936 Treaty saw the US give up the right of peremptory territorial acquisition in 

Panama – although objections in the US Senate, and from the US Army, meant it would be 

1939 before the US ratified the Treaty.  In all matters relating to the operation, 

maintenance, sanitation and protection of the Canal, the US and Panama had agreed to 

proceed on a partnership basis, acknowledging that they had a joint interest in the 

measures necessary to protect that common interest16. 

 

RIO HATO 

 

Prior to World War 2, Rio Hato became regarded as the most important USAAC air base in 

Panama outside the Canal Zone, having been used in some form from 1931.  It was the 

only major US defence installation outside the Canal Zone until after the 1942 bases 

agreement and was located some 50 miles south-west of the Pacific entrance to the Canal. 

 

During World War 1, the site had been used as an Army disciplinary camp, and then as an 

artillery range.  Its use for aircraft began in the mid-1920s when its owner prepared a 

landing strip and invited Army pilots to use it (for no cost, it appeared, under what has 

been described as a “gentleman’s agreement”).  By 1931, the airfield had acquired 

something like a semi-official status and, in 1934, it was recommended by the 

commanding officer of the 16th Pursuit Group17 that the site be considered for use as an 

operational base.  The site was improved and developed using USAAC funds and, in 1935, 

part of the site was formally leased18 by the USAAC (for a nominal cost of $1 per year) for 

 
16  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
17  Until 1941, the USAAC used the term “pursuit” for what were fighter aircraft. 
18  For six months, with annual renewals until June 1939; with the USAAC obliged to vacate the property 
within 30 days should it be sold by the lessor. 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467
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use in aerial bombing and gunnery training, in addition to its use as an airfield by the 

Army. 

 

In 1936, the owner was approached about the Army leasing the entire site of around 

19,000 acres (76.8 square km).  He offered to sell it, or to give a 10-year lease with an 

option for a 10-year extension (with the USAAC paying any property taxes due to the 

Panamanian Government). 

 

However, in 1936 the new Treaty19, was signed and this would make the defence of the 

Canal (and the associated responsibility for acquiring the necessary land outside the Canal 

Zone) the joint responsibility of both the US and Panamanian governments.  It would see 

the US losing its more or less automatic right to acquire public land that it considered 

necessary for the defence of the Canal.  While the Treaty would not take effect until 1939, 

its signing nevertheless affected attitudes. 

 

In 1937, the Commanding General of the Panama Canal Department recommended to the 

US War Department that the entire Rio Hato site be purchased and developed, he being 

concerned should the owner die or the property changed hands.  In fact, the owner had 

told the general that other parties had expressed an interest in buying part of the site, and 

the owner had proposed to the Army a new, amended lease of extended periods.  As a 

result, a new lease for $200 a month for the entire Rio Hato site was signed on 1 January 

1938, the lease running to at least 31 December 1942, and having a purchase option. 

 

In August 1939, the US Army Corps of Engineers was allocated $2.5 million to improve the 

road from the Canal Zone to Rio Hato, and, in late 1939, the 11th Engineers Battalion 

began to improve the airfield.  Work accelerated in the Summer 1940 after materials and 

heavy equipment arrived by sea (at the time, Panama always suffered from a lack of 

 
19  https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/hull-alfaro-
treaty-1936 

https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/hull-alfaro-treaty-1936
https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/hull-alfaro-treaty-1936


8 
 

materials and equipment locally).  That year, during the rainy season (which in Panama 

lasts from May to December each year) “the clayey earth became a soft sticky gumbo”.  

Nevertheless, the engineers also managed to construct a 2,000-man camp for the 9th 

Bombardment Group20, which arrived in November 1940. 

 

Despite having safeguarded use of the Rio Hato site, at least for the time being, the 

Commanding General was insistent that the site should be purchased outright21.  As the 

1936 Treaty was not yet in force, he recommended that the War Department move to 

purchase it under the terms of the original 1903 Treaty, which was still in force22. 

 

The War Department rejected the general’s recommendation, partly on budgetary 

grounds, but also because, should it be necessary in the event of a war, it considered that 

the Army would be able use any land in Panama it needed for defence purposes – 

whether under arrangements contained in either the 1903 or the 1936 treaty.  However, 

this latter point was to lead to something of a crisis in 1941. 

 

With war seeming to be increasingly likely, in June 1941, the War Department called for 

Rio Hato to be formally transferred to US control, given that the lease only ran until 31 

December 1942 and was then subject to an annual renewal process.  However, the 

responsible Land Lease Board in Panama told the US representative that, as Rio Hato had 

not been included in the list of defence sites necessary for the defence of the Canal and 

had been under discussion since 1939 (see below), the formal authorisation of President 

Arias Madrid (who had been inaugurated in 1940) would be necessary23.  However, this 

 
20  A “bombardment” unit was a USAAC one operating bomber aircraft. 
21  He also mentioned that a local bank held a mortgage on the property, and if foreclosed use of the site 
could be affected. 
22  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf  
23  A land commission of five people — three Panamanians and two Americans — was established to decide 
on expansion of sites outside the Canal Zone.  In July 1941, two more US-Panamanian boards were 
established, one of which investigated sites that were to be taken over immediately, while the other 
arranged for their formal transfer, after investigations were completed, to the US.  A new difficulty arose in 
October 1941, when President Arias was replaced by Ricardo Adolfo de la Guardia.  In the change of 

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf
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led to delays as the Arias Madrid Administration (which was resistant to US demands – as 

explained below) said that it was not disposed to honour agreements from previous 

administrations, and requested a new, formal lease be submitted.  Whilst some progress 

was made over other sites, the problems around Rio Hato remained, and were only fully 

resolved after President Arias Madrid was removed from office (again, see below)24. 

 

A complication had been that Panamanian politicians in the capital had seized upon the 

expansion of the US military presence at Rio Hato as a violation of treaty provisions, 

perhaps with some justification, claiming that the growing base had been built on the 

strength of a private lease, rather than through the required government-to-government 

processes.  The nationalist protest that followed was reported in the local press, and some 

minor acts of sabotage were also reported at Rio Hato, with local Panamanian citizens 

demanding unfettered access to the site.25 

 

At the end of the war, what had become the Rio Hato Army Air Base did not close 

immediately in 1946 when the bomber squadrons based there were deactivated.  At that 

time, it was also home to others units, including fighter and night-fighter squadrons. The 

regional command, the Caribbean Air Command, the successor to the wartime Sixth Air 

Force, began withdrawing these units and transferring them to other stations in 

December 1947.   After the failure to reach an agreement on the retention of at least 

some bases outside the Canal Zone, it was returned to the Panamanian Government in 

February 194826. 

  

 
administration, the Panamanian members of the land boards lost their places and the land transfer question 
was delayed once more again: https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf 
24  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/51-100/AFD-090601-032.pdf 
25  American Aviation Historical Society Journal, Winter 2016. 
26  As mentioned above, under a 1955 Treaty, the US would regain access and use of the site, and would 
continue to use it, until the 15-year lease expired and the Panamanian Government refused renewal in 
1970. 

https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/51-100/AFD-090601-032.pdf
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1936-39: BETWEEN THE SIGNING AND RATIFYING THE 1936 TREATY 

 

One of the results of the Roosevelt Administration’s Good Neighbor policy was the Hull-

Alfaro Treaty of 2 March 2 193627.  It faced objections, particularly from the US armed 

forces, which argued that the original 1903 Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty, which allowed US 

great leeway for intervention in Panama and its politics, as well as the peremptory 

acquisition of additional land considered necessary for the protection of the Canal, was 

vital to the preservation of US strategic interests.  

 

While the 1936 Treaty was not finally ratified until mid-1939, due to delays in the US 

Senate, the US Government, sensitive to local politics, was minded not exercise its rights 

under the 1903 Treaty over land and property outside the Canal Zone.  To this end, the 

governments had agreed an Exchange of Notes to be attached to the 1903 Treaty in the 

interim.  This Exchange of Notes, between the US Secretary of State and the Panamanian 

Minister to the US was dated 1 February 1939 and provided that, in the event of an 

emergency that arises so suddenly as to preclude consultations with Panama, the US 

would not be required to delay taking action pending that consultation, but would be 

obliged to consult with Panama as soon as possible thereafter28. 

 

Even when the 1936 Treaty did actually come into effect, and after negotiations for the 

additional defence sites outside the Canal Zone began in 1939, things did not proceed 

smoothly or quickly.  The negotiations (and disputes) over the attempts to obtain the 

necessary bases in the Republic were only completed in 1942, and after the Panamanian 

President had been deposed (not by the Americans, though they did not object) and, as 

we shall see, the resulting agreement did not long outlast the war. 

 

 
27  There were, in fact, four separate treaties, concerned with various aspects of the US-Panama relationship.  
Two of the four would not be ratified until 1939, including the main treaty (which referred to here as the 
1936 Treaty). 
28  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf  

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf
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NEGOTIATING THE 1942 AGREEMENT 

 

As mentioned, 1939 saw the status of the Republic of Panama change from that of being a 

protectorate of the US, with the ratification by the US Senate of the 1936 Hull-

Alfaro Treaty29.  This made certain concessions in the operation of the Canal, saw the US 

give up the right to acquire territory in Panama and increased the annual annuity paid to 

Panama.  Other features included an attached which note promised equal employment 

treatment of Panamanian and US nationals (but this was something that would take many 

years to come to being).  It has to be said that the US military had opposed most of the 

measures involved and had fought ratification by the US Senate (hence the delay. 

 

In 1939, the US Army requested 999-year leases from the Republic for over 100 sites 

outside the Canal Zone.  In response, President Arias Madrid demanded compensation in 

the form of money and the transfer to Panama of various properties, but for the US the 

price was too high and negotiations dragged on for the next two years.  

 

As explained, while the 1936 Treaty was not finally ratified until mid-1939, in the interim 

the US Government had opted not exercise its rights under the 1903 Treaty over land and 

property in Panama but outside the Canal Zone.  However, there was also the Exchange of 

Notes, of 1 February 1939, which provided that, in the event of an emergency that arises 

so suddenly as to preclude consultations with Panama, the US would not be required to 

delay action pending consultation30.  But such an “emergency” had to be recognised and 

declared. 

 

Therefore, on 13 February 1941, the Panamanian Government advised the US that, if it 

were to grant its request for the additional sites outside the Canal Zone, the US 

Government would have to declare that an imminent threat to the Canal's safety existed.  

 
29  https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/hull-alfaro-
treaty-1936   
30  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf  

https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/hull-alfaro-treaty-1936
https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/hull-alfaro-treaty-1936
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf
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Following this, on the same day, US Secretary of State Cordell Hull issued such a 

statement, saying that – 

“The Government of the United States has... reached the conclusion that, in 

accordance with the terms of Article X of the Treaty of 1936... an international 

conflagration has broken out bringing with it the existence of a threat to the 

security of the Panama Canal which requires the taking of measures for the defense 

of the canal on the part of the Government of the United States”.  

 

However, on 18 February, the Panamanian Government came back with a set of 12 

further demands, as a condition of allowing the use of the bases in the country – 

• The transfer, without cost, of the sanitation systems in the cities of Panama 

and Colón; 

• The transfer of all lands belonging to the Panama Railroad in Panama City and 

Colón (valued at approximately $12 million); 

• Both Governments to intensify their efforts at preventing contraband from the 

Canal Zone into Panamanian territory; 

• The construction of a bridge across the Canal; 

• The US to assume a third of all costs to improve and maintain all roads and 

highways used by its military in Panama; 

• The cessation of importing Caribbean blacks to work in the Canal Zone; 

• US military police and Canal Zone Police to be restricted to the use of only billy 

clubs (and no firearms) outside of the Zone; 

• Excess electricity from Canal operations to be distributed to Panama City and 

Colón, as requested by the Panamanian Government; 

• The US to assume full cost of the road to Rio Hato, and therefore to repay the 

$2 million borrowed by Panama for this project from the US Export-Import 

Bank;  

• The US to transfer the railroad station in Panama City to the Government of 

Panama; 
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• The US to pay an indemnity for the flow of US troops during wartime which 

interrupted regular Canal traffic; and 

• The US to provide workers for building an oil pipeline between Panama City 

and Balboa port. 

 

The cost of meeting these 12 demands was estimated to be $25–30 million, and was one 

of the reasons why the negotiations lasted so long.  The requested 999-year leases were 

also seen as being too long, and seen by Panama as amounting to virtual ownership. 

 

The demand for ending of importing “Caribbean blacks” was included after it had been 

found that expanding the defence sites inside the Canal Zone in 1940-41 had resulted in a 

severe shortage of civilian labour (in part due to the competing demand for workers on 

the parallel Third Locks Project), and the additional labour force required only increased 

an ongoing housing shortage31.  This had resulted in workers being brought from the 

Caribbean and other Central American states – something that did not prove popular with 

the Panamanian Government.  By 1942, there were over 65,000 workers in Panama, 

employed by the US to work on construction of defence facilities.  Only a relatively small 

proportion were those “imported” by the US, but they were nevertheless regarded as 

essential to resolve the labour shortage encountered in the rapid expansion required by 

the defence plans. 

 

The State Department regarded the 12 points as not as being linked to the proposed bases 

agreement, but as separate and in return for Panama’s cooperation in protection of the 

Canal.  However, Panama regarded them as being part of what would be a binding treaty.  

While the commitments contained in the agreement would be honoured, the Panamanian 

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

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA319357.pdf
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Government was not satisfied.  It seemed to Panama that the US was more interested in 

Canal defence than development of Panama – and, to be fair, this was clearly the case.32 

 

The hard-line approach adopted by President Arias Madrid was another of the factors that 

delayed agreement.  He had led the coup in 1931 that overthrew the government of 

President Florencio Harmodio Arosemena in the first successful coup in Panamanian 

history33.  He became a hero and champion of the masses, having seemingly dealt a blow 

to the oppressive Panamanian oligarchy34.  During 1934-38, he served as Minister 

(ambassador) to Italy.  It is said that while serving in Europe he developed pro-fascist 

political views.  Perhaps so, for at some time in his stay he met with Adolf Hitler and was 

believed to have reached an understanding concerning Isthmian relationships with Berlin 

and Rome before returning to Panama in 193835. 

 

The Partido Nacional Revolucionario (National Revolutionary Party or PNR), which he had 

helped form, offered him its Presidential candidacy in 1939, and he made an anti-

American stance one of the bases of his platform.  He was elected in a landslide in 1940, 

as head of a mass movement known as Panamefiismo, whose essence was nationalism, 

which in Panama's situation meant opposition to US hegemony36.  He also espoused a 

racist approach, with an aim to rid the country of non-Hispanics (which meant not only 

North Americans, but also West Indians37, Chinese, Hindus, and Jews).  To Americans, he 

seemed susceptible to the influence of Nazi and fascist agents.  In fact, in 1941, an official 

 
32  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  
33  The Legacy of the Three Presidencies of Arnulfo Arias Madrid by Sandra Blackman (Loma Linda University 
Electronic Theses, Dissertations & Projects), 1985: https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535 
34  The Legacy of the Three Presidencies of Arnulfo Arias Madrid by Sandra Blackman (Loma Linda University 
Electronic Theses, Dissertations & Projects, 1985): 
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1539&context=etd 
35  https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535  
36  Among the consequences of his campaigns, banks such as the National City Bank and Chase National Bank 
found themselves compelled to move their offices to the Canal Zone: 
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535.   
37  The US refused to deport the West Indians and other non-Hispanics.  A distinction was made by the Arias 
Madrid government between West Indian blacks and what were termed Jamaicanos-Americans. 

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
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1539&context=etd
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
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memorandum sent by the US Ambassador described the situation in Panama under Arias 

Madrid as follows – 

“what has developed in Panama is about as near an approach to Hitlerism as the 

characteristics of Latin Americans and the peculiar circumstances affecting Panama 

could be expected to permit”38.  

 

Once in office, Arias Madrid took a number of steps which would further worry the US.  In 

1941, he introduced a law prohibiting Jewish immigration and depriving anyone of the 

Jewish faith without at least one Panamanian parent of their citizenship, promulgated a 

law to protect the integrity of the Spanish language, and a Law was passed barring aliens 

from the operation of all retail businesses - with citizenship a prerequisite39.  He is also 

said to have attempted to create a police state by revamping the National Police40 in 

December 194041, while also strengthening his private militia.42 

 

Arias Madrid was deposed in a bloodless coup by the National Police (there was no army) 

on 7 October 1941.  With Aris Madrid removed43, the negotiations proceeded more 

quickly, being given greater urgency following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 

 
38https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&a
rticle=2131&context=masters-theses 
39  At the time foreigners owned most of the country's retail stores, with many bars and many other 
establishments for the sale of liquor owned by Americans, who were also involved in other retail trade.  The 
Law also affected foreign restaurant and hotel owners and Chinese, Jews, and East Indians operated many 
grocery, dry goods, and general stores in towns and villages throughout the country.  Of this group the 
Chinese would be hardest hit.  The new Law also banned foreigners from operating as commission 
merchants and fuel distributors: https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535  
40  The National Police had been built up under Arias Madrid, who it was thought had hoped to use it as a 
political tool. He furnished new uniforms and had bought it submachine guns.  He also made an enemy of a 
man who was to become the postwar Panamanian strongman and dictator/President, José Antonio Remón 
Cantera 
41  He replaced the leader and offered him a diplomatic post instead.  He named a new commander, but the 
de facto leader was Colonel Fernando Gomez Ayau, a disciple of Guatemala's heavy-handed strongman, 
General Jorge Ubico. 
42  The Legacy of the Three Presidencies of Arnulfo Arias Madrid by Sandra Blackman (Loma Linda University 
Electronic Theses, Dissertations & Projects, 1985): 
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1539&context=etd 
43  Even his brother, Harmodio, a former President himself, urged the US Embassy to move against him. 

https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2131&context=masters-theses
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2131&context=masters-theses
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1539&context=etd
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December.  US officials made no attempt to conceal their relief when the National Police, 

took advantage of Arias Madrid's temporary absence from the country44.45 

 

THE 1942 FÁBREGA-WILSON AGREEMENT 

 

The eventual Agreement46 called for the occupation of the sites to end one year after the 

end of the war (this would become a point of contention – resulting in the rejected Filós-

Hines Agreement of 1947, and the rapid withdrawal of US forces from the bases in the 

Republic in 1947-48). 

 

It also required the US to pay $50 per hectare annually for all the bases, except Rio Hato, 

for which it would pay $10,000 a year.  As per the 12 demands of February 1939, Panama 

also received guarantees about the completion of various public works projects, including 

the Rio Hato Road, and a bridge over the Canal47. 

 

Referred to as the Defense Sites Agreement48 (with a parallel exchange of notes in 

Washington49), and signed in May 1942, it allowed for the lease of what eventually 

became a total of 134 sites outside the Canal Zone to be used for the protection of the 

Canal, with the occupation of the sites to end one year after the end of the war50.  The 

agreements also provided for a new, simpler procedure for the US to acquire defence sites 

 
44  He was said to have left to visit his oculist in Havana (though his mistress, Cuban artist, Anita de la Vega 
was there as well).  He also failed to inform the National Assembly, as his new 1941 Constitution required – 
when asked his wife said he was deep sea fishing, and his secretary said he was visiting the San Blas 
indigenous people reservation: https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535 
45  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf  
46  https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c/pdf/GOVPUB-
S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c.pdf (in English and Spanish) 
47  In fact, it would be 1962 before a substantial bridge across the Canal opened.  Those constructed during 
the war were anyway restricted to US military traffic during wartime. 
48  https://www.govinfo.gov/app/details/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c  
49  The Twelve-Point Agreement of 1942, an understanding concerning the settlement of 12 outstanding 
problems in the relations between the two countries: 
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
50  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 

https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c/pdf/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c/pdf/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/details/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467
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outside the Canal Zone51.  Although signed on 18 May 1942, it did not take effect until 11 

May 1943.  Signed by Octavio Fábrega, Minister for Foreign Affairs, and US Ambassador, 

Edwin C Wilson, the Agreement became known as the Fábrega-Wilson Agreement. 

 

Under the Agreement – 

• The properties were to be vacated one year after the date on which a definitive 

peace treaty which brings to an end the current war shall have entered into force; 

• If the Governments believe that a state of international insecurity continues to 

exist, the parties would consult on a new agreement for continued occupation and 

use of the sites; 

• Also covered any waters adjacent to the properties, and permitted any necessary 

improvement of any entrances or anchorages involved; 

• The military and naval aircraft of each state are permitted to use airports in the 

areas controlled by the other (this being an academic point, as Panama had no 

such aircraft); 

• Sovereignty of the sites remained with Panama, although the US should have 

complete use and exclusive jurisdiction over the sites involved for the period of the 

Agreement – and could exclude any person, and arrest try and punish any person 

committing crimes in the sites (except that any Panamanian citizen had to be 

handed over to the Panama authorities for trial and punishment); 

• All buildings etc constructed in the sites would be the property of the US 

Government, and any existing buildings etc would be available for US use as well; 

neither Panama nor the US was obliged to rebuild or repair any buildings; nor was 

the US obliged to return the site to Panama in its original state, but that any 

buildings and improvements made would become the property of Panama when 

the site was vacated; 

• US military and civilian personnel in the sites would be exempt from any 

Panamanian taxes etc; 

 
51  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html
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• The US was to build or extend certain highways projects, and undertake 

subsequent maintenance; while Panama guaranteed to maintain those roads 

under its jurisdiction and used by the US military – with the US bearing a third of 

the costs of road maintenance (to compensate for use of them by the US military); 

• The roads built by the US in the Republic would be under the jurisdiction of the 

Panamanian Government, but the US military could restrict or prohibit use and 

access to secondary roads connected to the defence sites; 

• The US was to take all appropriate steps to prevent leakage of items from the 

defence sites into the Republic, and would use products, articles and food 

originating in the Republic in the sites wherever possible; 

• The lands involved consisted of both that belonging to the Panamanian 

Government and privately-owned land.  For the latter, the Government would 

acquire the land and receive an annual rental of $50,000 for its use from the US – 

to cover costs of expropriation, indemnities and reimbursements; 

The Agreement could be terminated upon the mutual agreement of the parties, even if 

before the planned termination date of one year after hostilities ended 

 

The US was given full and exclusive jurisdiction over its own civil and military personnel in 

the new areas that were leased; as well as the right to arrest, try and convict anyone 

committing crimes against the safety of the installations involved (except that any 

Panamanian citizens had to be handed over the Panama authorities for trial and 

punishment).  The agreement also set the annual rent to be paid to private landowners, as 

well the US agreeing to undertake the completion of the Pina-Rio Providencia highway 

and the Madden Dam52 road bypass into Panama City53. 

 

 
52  In 1931, what became the Madden Dam was begun up the Chagres River near a small town called 
Alajuela.  The dam was named Madden, after US Congressman Martin B Madden, Chair of the House 
Appropriations Committee, who played an important role in support of the project. The dam would not only 
help control the tremendous floods of the Chagres, but also hold water in reserve for periods when traffic 
through the canal was at its highest point: http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2012-01-05  
53  Ibid. 

http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2012-01-05
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As we shall see, the provision for the occupation of the sites to end one year after the end 

of the war proved contentious when hostilities did end, although the parties had 

attempted to provide for a more uncertain outcome to the war, with the Agreement 

containing a caveat about “a state of international insecurity continues to exist which 

makes vitally necessary the continuation of the use of any of the said defence bases or 

areas”. 

 

The phrases “one year after the date on which the definitive treaty of peace which brings 

about the end of the present war”, and particularly “definitive treaty of peace” implied 

something more than a mere cessation of hostilities.  After all, the initial Japanese 

surrender on 15 August 1945 was not a “definitive treaty of peace”.  Panama tried to 

argue that the one-year deadline should run from that date, and not the 2 September, 

when the surrender documents were formally signed.  To make things worse, the State 

Department waited 11 months before even replying to the Panama submission54. 

 

Despite the dispute at the end of the war, it was a fact, and one of some irony that, no 

sooner that the new Agreement come formally in to effect than the US began gradually 

reducing the threat level and the forces level, with troop numbers starting to fall and 

some defences (such as the big guns of the coastal artillery) fell into disuse, or were even 

removed.  In fact, in April 1943, the War Department reduced the Caribbean Defense 

Command alert status to Category "B", meaning that it was considered a coastal frontier 

that only "may be subject to minor attacks".   

 

During the war, the US was to construct in the Canal Zone and elsewhere in Panama nine 

new airbases and aerodromes, 10 bases for ground forces, 30 aircraft warning stations, 

634 searchlight and anti-aircraft positions, and various other facilities, including the Coco 

 
54  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.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
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Solo Naval Hospital to the south-east of the Naval Air Station – at a total cost, in 1940 

dollars, of $1.36 billion55. 

 

The airfields established throughout the territory of the Republic were probably among 

the most obvious and larger defence sites constructed under the 1942 Agreement.  In 

addition to the aforementioned Rio Hato (which became a large establishment, with 

facilities for the training of ground forces, weapons testing and various other things, in 

addition to its role as an airbase), there were airfields of varying sizes at Anton (an 

auxiliary to Howard Field), Calzada Larga in Panama Province56, Chame, David, La 

Chorrera, Madden (for defending the Madden Lake and Dam, which were part of the 

reservoir arrangements to main water levels for the Canal), Patilla Point (overlooking 

Panama Bay and an area now within the sprawling Panama City), and Pocri (also 

overlooking Panama Bay, in the Azuero Peninsula). 

 

THE 1947 FILOS-HINES AGREEMENT57 

 

As we have seen, the 1942 Fábrega-Wilson Agreement had, in essence, provided that, 

unless the international situation remained insecure (in which further negotiations on an 

extension to existing leases would anyway have been initiated), the US would vacate the 

defence sites it had obtained in the Republic a year after the ending of the war. 

 

The war ended with the surrender of Japan in August 1945, with the formal surrender 

document signed on the deck of the USS Missouri in Tokyo Bay in September.  In giving 

testimony to the National Assembly in September 1946, the Foreign Minister of Panama 

 
55  http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm  
56  Also used to train glider pilots. 
57  https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c/pdf/GOVPUB-
S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c.pdf  

http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c/pdf/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c/pdf/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c.pdf
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gave his interpretation of the 1942 Agreement – which was that the US had to return the 

bases in the Republic by 2 September 1946 (i.e. one year after Japan’s surrender)58. 

 

In fact, in December 1946, it is reported that President Truman asked why the US did not 

leave Panama before it was kicked out, and some in his Administration were said to 

sensitive about allegations of military occupation and neo-colonialism on the eve of the first 

sessions of the new United Nations59. 

 

However, the US military were opposed to giving up all of the bases, and wanted to keep 

control of the sites for a further, indefinite period,60 with the State Department initially 

being in agreement, informing Panama that the US had no intention of disarming as it had 

after World War 161.     

 

Nonetheless, the US State Department was aware of growing unrest in Panama.  It 

therefore proposed a compromise, involving the negotiation of a 20-year extension of 

leases for just 13 of the most important sites, seen as important to safeguard the Canal62.  

 

President Jimenez, who had become President following a political crisis in 194563, was 

inclined to accept the US offer, but publicly announced that US occupation of the bases 

 
58  Emperors in the Jungle: The Hidden History of the U.S. in Panama by John Lindsay-Poland (Duke University 
Press, 2003). 
59   Ibid. 
60  As we have seen, the 1942 Agreement included a caveat that, “If within that period [i.e. the year 
following the end of hostilities] the two Governments believe that, in spite of the cessation of hostilities, a 
state of international insecurity continues to exist which makes vitally necessary the continuation of the use 
of any of the said defense bases or areas, the two Governments shall again enter into mutual consultation 
and shall conclude the new agreement which the circumstances require”: 
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
61  Ibid. 
62  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
63  Ricardo Adolfo de la Guardia Arango, who had been Minister of Government and Justice in the Arias 
administration, had become President in 1941 after President Arias Madrid was deposed.  In 1944, he had 
dissolved the National Assembly and in January 1945, had suspended the 1941 Constitution, with a 
commission established with the task of drafting a new Constitution.  While this was welcomed, there were 
fears that this was a ruse for him to retain the Presidency.  During his four years in office, he had rejected 
repeated calls for a Constituent Assembly to approve such a new Constitution. 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467
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after 2 September 1946 would be a violation of Panamanian sovereignty, and on 3 

September, the National Assembly passed a unanimous resolution demanding their 

immediate evacuation64. 

 

However, it took until March 1947 for Panama to announce that it wished to open formal 

negotiations.  It appointed the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Dr Ricardo Jaoquin Alfaro (one of 

the authors of the 1936 Treaty) as its official representative.  A major setback came when, 

on 9 December, Dr Alfaro resigned, saying that he disagreed with plans to allow continued 

large-scale US military presence in the Republic.  He was replaced by Francisco Filós, the 

new Minister of Foreign Affairs, who would lend his name to the eventual draft agreement. 

 

A compromise agreement proposed by the State Department would have seen 98 of the 

134 sites involved returned to Panama, with the other 36 remaining under US control and 

with extended leases.  The US was particularly interested in continued use of the air base it 

had built at Rio Hato65.  By July 1947, the 98 “unwanted” sites had already reverted to the 

Panamanian Government. 

 

The draft agreement covered the retention of sites for 10 years; except for Rio Hato, where 

a 15-year lease was proposed.  Known as the Filós-Hines Agreement, or simply the Bases 

Agreement, it was signed on 10 December 1947, by Francisco Filós for Panama and the US 

Ambassador, General Frank T Hines, and with the approval of their respective Presidents. 

 
In February, a majority of members of the dissolved National Assembly met, in secret, in fear of the National 
Police and called for the dismissal of the President, calling him a “dictator”, and they selected their own 
candidate - the Ambassador to Washington, Enrique A Jiménez Brin.  Tensions grew with no parliament and 
a government ruling by decree.  Elections to a Constituent Assembly were held in May, and Jimenez Brin was 
duly elected by its members to be Provisional President – although de la Guardia Arango did not officially 
resign until June. 
64  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  
65  As already mentioned, the Eisenhower-Rémon Treaty of 1955 would see the US being granted use of Rio 
Hato for training and use in major exercises for 15 years to 1970.  Ironically, it was the same Rémon, then 
chief of the National Police, who had the demonstrations about the draft agreement violently suppressed in 
1947. 

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
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President Jiménez then convened an extraordinary session of the National Assembly 

intended to debate and ratify the new treaty.  On 11 December, the New York Times 

reported the signing of the new Agreement, but also noted that protests against it in 

Panama were increasing. 

 

Meanwhile, unrest in the country had been rising, with previous President Ricardo Adolfo 

de la Guardia Arango (who had replaced Arias Madrid in 1941) having been removed, with 

student street protests.  On 12 December 1947, news of the new agreement triggered a 

protest march by students and others – these being met with force by the National Police, 

culminating in violence in Panama City, where mounted police, tear gas and firearms were 

used.  One student was shot and wounded with 29 others injured.  The widespread 

opposition to continued occupation of the sites is said to have involved fear of creating 

“mini-Canal Zones”66.  Protests continued over the following days, as the events of the 12 

December galvanised the opposition.  The further demonstrations included a march of 

10,000 women on the National Assembly, all symbolically dressed in black, on 16 

December. 

 

A few days before the vote in the National Assembly on the draft Agreement on 18 

December, and with continuing daily demonstrations, President Jiménez made a radio 

address containing a plea in favour of the Agreement67.  However, four days later, the 

Agreement was unanimously rejected by the National Assembly68.   

 
66  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  
My Panamanian wife, whose father worked for the US Army, recalls how, as a child, the Canal Zone and how 
even travelling with her father to his workplace was not straightforward. 
67  The text of that address was published in 2021 by the Panamanian newspaper La Estrella de Panama: 
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/211212/asumo-responsabilidad-me-incumbe-
enrique 
68  The President of the National Assembly being quoted as saying that there were “10,000 boys with knives” 
awaiting the decision outside (and in Panama, he would likely be referring to machetes, not a comforting 
thought – these still commonly on sale in shops today). 

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
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/211212/asumo-responsabilidad-me-incumbe-enrique
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/211212/asumo-responsabilidad-me-incumbe-enrique
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One of the points President Jimenez had made was that “Panama…is obliged to cooperate 

in order to make the Panama Canal invulnerable to any attack, whether it is surprising or of 

any other nature.  This duty of ours also arises from the Inter-American Treaty of Reciprocal 

Assistance… which tends to irrevocably realize the ideals of continental solidarity”, and that 

“Panama fulfils its duty by thus lending to the United States its determined cooperation, its 

unequivocal assistance in order to ensure the continuous and effective protection of the 

Panama Canal”. 

 

He emphasised that the Agreement was not intended to establish "zonitas" (that is, “little 

Canal Zones”) on a permanent basis, and that the bases involved are just a handful of the 

many that had been used during the war, and he said that “Almost all of them serve as 

observation stations”.  In the case of Rio Hato, the President pointed out that the US had 

undertook to leave the site before the fixed date, if in the opinion of the two Governments 

the need for it had ceased. 

 

The President also highlighted some of the benefits that would accrue to Panama – 

• A highway from Rio Hato to the border with Costa Rica;  

• The return to Panama of Punta Paitilla (on the Bay of Panama) and areas in Taboga; 

• Reaffirmation of effective compliance with commitments regarding equal treatment 

and opportunities for Panamanians in the Canal Zone;  

• Prohibitions regarding the manufacture and import of alcoholic beverages in the 

Zone;  

• Access of the Zone market for Panamanian products; and  

• Certain prohibitions and limitations on the sale of goods in the Zone. 

 

Nevertheless, just the day after the vote in the National Assembly the US began to 

dismantle and withdraw from its many bases in the Republic. 
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THE EVACUATION 

 

The target for the withdrawal to be completed by 14 January 194869, and the hurried 

evacuation of the defence sites in the Republic might be best illustrated by the case of the 

island of San José, site of the wartime chemical warfare tests70.  Much of the toxic 

materials there was simply dumped in the sea, with buildings demolished or burned 

down.  The haste meant that, years later, bombs and other containers would be 

uncovered there, and the island would stay essentially uninhabited into the 21st Century.71   

 

On 10 December 1948, the US Ambassador was able to inform the Secretary of State that 

the Caribbean Command did not maintain any installations in Panamanian territory other 

than areas occupied and controlled by the US Government at the time of the 1936 

Treaty72. 

 

It would be 1955 before the situation changed, with the Remón -Eisenhower Treaty 

making further amendments to the terms of the original 1903 Treaty, and following the 

election in 1952 of President José Antonio Remón Cantera (the former National Police 

strongman and eminence gris of Panama) – who did not survive to see the signing, having 

been shot and killed on 2 January 195573. 

 

Another important change was that the 1955 Treaty was intended to finally abolished the 

Gold and Silver Roll system.  However, the Canal Zone would manage to maintain some 

aspects of a de facto segregation/discrimination system in place until the 1970s. 

 
69  https://www.nytimes.com/1948/01/06/archives/panama-evacuation-set-us-troops-to-quit-all-but-two-
bases-by-jan-14.html  
70  Which, nevertheless, were continue in the Canal Zone (and occasionally outside it) into at least the 1960s. 
71  With, at one stage, the US State Department refusing a would-be developer a guarantee of safety. 
72  He was quoting answers given to the local press by the Commander-in-Chief of Caribbean Command:  
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d485  
73  A former head of the National Police (which became the National Guard and effectively ran the country 
until the overthrow of Noriega in 1989), and the military strongman behind the scenes even before his 
election. 

https://www.nytimes.com/1948/01/06/archives/panama-evacuation-set-us-troops-to-quit-all-but-two-bases-by-jan-14.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1948/01/06/archives/panama-evacuation-set-us-troops-to-quit-all-but-two-bases-by-jan-14.html
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d485
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AFTERWARDS 

 

Despite its earlier positions, following the withdrawal from the bases outside the Canal 

Zone it appeared that, in fact, the military establishment was not dismayed.  The 

Department of the Army was reported to feel “no dissatisfaction over the evacuation”, 

and the Army's Plans and Operations Division stated that the US Air Force was interested 

only in acquiring certain sites for radar stations, the right (at no cost) to use Rio Hato for 

transit and technical stops, and the right to keep small bodies of troops there and 

elsewhere - all considerably less than had been demanded in the 1947 negotiations74. 

 

In February 1948, the Secretary of the Army told Secretary of State Marshall that the 

rejection of the agreement was “probably a blessing in disguise”, and that the defence of 

the Zone was better done using advance bases (such as on the Galapagos Islands75) and in 

South America, and that the air defences of the Zone was effectively moving into the 

Caribbean. 

 

In Summer 1948, planners at the Joint Chiefs of Staff expressed an opinion that, if bases 

were needed in an emergency, they could be obtained without much difficulty (the 1936 

Treaty terms still had effect, of course) and, though long-term rights were desirable, there 

was no need to press for them at the present time.  The fact that these comments could 

be written at the same time as the Soviet blockade of West Berlin is said to be a measure 

of US confidence over Canal security in spite of the lack of bases in Panama. 

 

In an echo of pre-war concerns, the planners did recommend that searches of all Russian 

and East European merchant ships passing through the Canal would be necessary, to 

guard against the possibility of sabotage of the locks. 

 

 
74  Ibid. 
75  Though this location was also to be given up and handed back to Ecuador. 
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In October 1948, the new Panamanian President Diaz suggested that he would welcome a 

deal for US bases in the Republic in order to help the economy76, as it was in some 

difficulty, in part because of the US withdrawal.  However, the Secretary of the Army 

indicated indifference when he referred the question back to the State Department, and 

the new Department of Defense returned a similarly non-committal response in the 

following year, so that the State Department concluded that there was no point in 

pursuing the matter.   

 

An article in the New York Times in March 1949 reported that for the Navy, the main 

importance of the Canal was now logistic, and that “the strategic accent today must be on 

the Antilles and the Eastern Caribbean, rather than on Panama and the Western 

Caribbean”.  As for the Army, it was said that it saw Panama largely as “a good listening 

post and intelligence centre for much of Latin America”, and claimed that it did not greatly 

feel the loss of the Panama bases77. 

 

It has been said that the years 1945 to 1949 marked a decisive transitional phase in the 

history of the Panama Canal.  Up to World War 2, the Canal had been the fulcrum of a US 

strategy and two chief areas of concern for the US had been Latin America and the Pacific.  

The war and its aftermath had seen a shift towards to Europe, firstly to fight Germany and 

then to counter the new threat from the USSR in the Cold War78.  At the same time, 

technological developments had overtaken the Canal and reduced its value.  The Navy’s 

new supercarriers, too large to transit, long-range missiles and nuclear weapons all played 

their part in the reassessment. 

 

 
76  In January 1948, a former editor of the Panama American, had written that the Panamanians had “killed 
the goose that has laid the only golden eggs dropped on the Isthmus in half a century bitten their economic 
nose off to vent their spite against the Gringos”. 
77  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 
78  Ibid. 
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Panamanian nationalism, as well as the trend to decolonisation (which the US had itself 

encouraged, at least in the case of British and French possessions), also played a part.  

Despite having withdrawn from the bases in the Republic, the presence of the Canal Zone, 

operating as a de facto US “colony” remained a trigger for continuing unrest and protests 

that continued at least until (and indeed after) the Torrijos-Carter Treaties in 197779 that 

provided for the transfer of the Canal to Panama and the final and total withdrawal of US 

forces from Panama. 

 

 

Ray Todd 

Panama City 

Republic of Panama 

8 October 2022 

 

 

 

 

 
79  Treaties which were ratified by the US Congress by the margin of only 1 vote. 


