
THE WARTIME PRESIDENTS 

 

When World War 2 broke out in 1939 Panama was on the eve of an election that took 

place in 1940 and saw a nationalist President, with a radical, authoritarian agenda elected 

– furthermore, a President with suspected pro-German sympathies and a former minister 

to Italy 1934-381.  Anti-Americanism was at the heart of his policies and his campaign, but 

he did not last long in office, being deposed in a bloodless coup in 1941. 

 

His successor, who was allegedly involved in the removal of his predecessor, was in charge 

for most of the war, lasting until June 1945.  Under his presidency, Panama became the 

first Latin American country to declare war on an Axis country – on Japan, and the day 

before the US declared war, and his administration focused on cooperation with the US, 

abandoned the nationalist policy carried out by Arias Madrid, and concentrated largely on 

the defence of Panama and the Canal. 

 

Though seemingly successful and popular, the new President nevertheless faced criticism, 

and attempts by supporters of the deposed President to restore him and undermine the 

new administration. 

 

In 1944-45, after dissolving the National Assembly and suspending the Constitution (which 

had only been adopted in 1941, by his predecessor) tensions rose, and a majority of 

members of the dissolved National Assembly (meeting in secret, for fear of the attentions 

of the National Police) called for the dismissal of the President, citing Article 90 of the 

Constitution and denounced the President as a “dictator”.  This group selected their own 

candidate to be President (and two Vice-Presidents), this being the then ambassador to 

Washington.  The Government supressed an uprising in Colón by supporters of the former 

 
1  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 1938: 
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535  
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President in which six people were killed, before a Constituent Assembly formally elected a 

new Provisional President in May (but who had, in fact, taken up the office on 1 March, 

even before the plenary of the Constituent Assembly had been held). 

 

The new President selected in 1945 was a prominent political figure who had been 

President of the National Assembly on several occasions, and a Vice-President of the 

Republic in 1920 and 1932.  His administration would be involved in the unsuccessful 

attempt to renegotiate the continuing postwar presence of at least some of the US 

defence sites outside the Canal Zone, encountering considerable unrest as a result.  

Nevertheless, he would last until August 1948, being eventually replaced – after a 

disputed election - in October, by a man who only lived until July the following year, 

triggering a situation involving some bizarre manoeuvres by the election authorities, 

which declared that, after a recount, the President deposed in 1941 had, in fact, actually 

won the 1948 election and returned to office – though (as on each of the three occasions 

he became President, he did not manage to achieve a full term). 

 

All in all, the mid- to late 1940s were to be a period dominated by unrest, politics 

throughout this period being dominated by the increasingly militarised National Police 

(which had been involved in the 1941 coup)2, and latterly a chief who would himself 

become President in due course. 

 

JOHN DEMOSTENES AROSEMENA BARREATTI 

 

Born in Panama City in 1879, John Demostenes Arosemena Barreatti spent his youth in 

Ecuador but returned home to Panama after it separated from Colombia in 1903.  He 

served in government, heading several ministries, as well as a spell as governor of Colón 

Province, Secretary of the Supreme Court and Secretary of the National Assembly.  

 

 
2  https://www.britannica.com/place/Panama/World-War-II-and-mid-century-intrigues 
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He won the 1936 election as candidate for the Liberal Party, but died of natural causes on 

16 December 1939 before the end of his term, and was briefly succeeded by Ezequiel 

Fernández Jaén who was his Second Vice-President.  This was only until the First Vice-

President, Augusto Samuel Boyd, who was Panamanian ambassador to the US, could 

return to Panama to take up the office.  Boyd then handpicked his intended successor, 

whom Arias Madrid defeated in the 1940 election. 

 

EZEQUIEL FERNÁNDEZ JAÉN,  

THEN AUGUSTO SAMUEL BOYD 

 

The Second Vice-President, Ezequiel Fernández Jaén, of the National Revolutionary Party 

(PNR), succeeded President Arosemena after he died on 16 December 1939, serving for 

just three days until the man who was the First Vice-President could return from his post 

as Ambassador to the US.  He was succeeded as leader of the PNR by Arnulfo Arias 

Madrid, who went on to win the 1940 election. 

 

When he became President, Arias Madrid appointed Fernández Jaén as Ambassador to 

Costa Rica.  In this role he negotiated and signed the Echandi-Fernández Jaén boundary 

treaty, which ended decades of friction between the two countries (which had led 

included the short-lived Coto War in 1921). He died on 26 March 1946. 

 

President from 19 December 1939, Augusto Samuel Boyd returned to Panama from 

Washington to take up the post and served until 1 December 1940.  He was the son of one 

of the founders of the Republic, who had been briefly President himself3, and had been a 

minister and Vice-President.  He is best known for the Transisthmian Highway, also known 

 
3  For just five days in 1910, being the second Vice-President, pending the arrival of the first Vice-President, 
Pablo José Merced de los Dolores Arosemena de Alba.  After the elected President, José Domingo de 
Obaldia, died in March 1910 he was succeeded by his second Vice-President, Carlos Antonio Mendoza Soto 
(the first Vice-President having also died).  However, being of Afro-American descent, Mendoza Soto proved 
unacceptable to the US and also faced opposition in Panama when he showed interest in seeking re-
election, and the National Assembly voted to have Arosemena de Alba replace him. 



as the Boyd-Roosevelt Highway in his honour and that of President Roosevelt, which 

opened (to military traffic initially) in 19424.  He chose his would-be successor, who stood 

against, and lost to, Arias Madrid in 1940. 

 

DR ARNULFO ARIAS MADRID 

 

Dr Arnulfo Arias Madrid was a politician, doctor and writer who served on three occasions 

as President – from 1940 to 1941, 1949-51, and for 11 days in October 19685.  His brother 

was also a President, for 13 days in January 1931 and from 1932 to 1936, but the brothers 

fell out during the 1930s, leading Arnulfo to run for the office himself.   

 

He had led the first successful coup against a duly-elected government in 1931, and so 

perhaps it was appropriate that he would be deposed during the war by another coup.6 

 

From the 1920s, despite studying medicine in the US (including at Harvard), he had 

espoused anti-Americanism and led the nationalist Patriotic Communal Action 

organisation, opposed to US influence in Panama.   

 

In the 1930s, Panama suffered, like most countries of the Western world, from the 

economic depression.  Until that time, Panamanian politics had remained, in effect, a 

closed shop with competing individuals and families within a club - specifically, the Union 

Club of Panama City.  The first exception to this was Arnulfo’s brother, Harmodio Arias 

Madrid (they were unrelated to an aristocratic family also called Arias), who was elected 

 
4  Linking Panama City and Colón, its construction had been one of the terms of the 1936 Hull-Alfaro Treaty. 
5  It has been said that Arnulfo Arias was elected to the Presidency at least three times after 1940 (or 
perhaps four or even five times if, as many believe, the vote counts of 1964 and 1984 were fraudulent), but 
he was never allowed to serve a full term:  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf 
6  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 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf
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as President in 1932.  Like Arnulfo, Harmodio was a mestizo7 from a poor family in the 

provinces.  He had attended the London School of Economics and had gained prominence 

through a book that attacked the Monroe Doctrine8. 

 

The brothers had entered politics through a movement known as Community Action 

(Acción Communal).  Its following was primarily from the mestizo middle class, and it was 

anti-oligarch and anti-American9.   Harmodio Arias Madrid would become the first 

Panamanian President to institute relief efforts for the isolated and impoverished 

countryside, and he later established the University of Panama, which would become the 

focal point for political activism and nationalistic zeal and, it has to be said, student unrest 

of the postwar years.10  Arnulfo became an overnight hero and champion of the masses, 

having seemingly dealt a blow to what was seen as the oppressive Panamanian 

oligarchy11. 

 

In 1931, Arnulfo led the coup that overthrew the government of President Florencio 

Harmodio Arosemena in the first successful coup in Panamanian history.  It was Arnulfo, 

and an aide named Dr Ramon Mora, who are said to have forced Arosemena to resign12.  

His brother Harmodio was elected President in the subsequent election13. 

 
7   A term that originally referred to a person of combined European and indigenous American descent, 
regardless of where the person was born. The term was used as an ethnic/racial category for mixed-race 
castes that evolved during the Spanish Empire. 
8  Panama. A Country Study, edited by Sandra W. Meditz and Dennis M. Hanratty (Federal Research Division, 
Library of Congress), 1987: https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf  
See also 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 
9  Acción Communal (predecessor to the Panameñista) had a nationalist and anti-US platform, with the 
slogan “Patriotismo, Acción, Euidad y Disciplina” (“Patriotism, Action, Equality and Discipline”), and arguing 
that non-Panamanians were “willing to enrich themselves to the detriment of national citizens and erase the 
characteristic elements of Panamanian national identity”: Latin America During World War II, edited by 
Thomas M. Leonard, John F Bratzel (Bowman & Littlefield Inc), 2007. 
10  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf  
11  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 
12  Ibid. 
13  The first successful golpe de estado (coup) in Panamanian history, which overthrew the government of 
President Florencio Harmodio Arosemena. 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
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As President, Harmodio Arias Madrid came to the conclusion that any major relief of the 

effects of the Depression in Panama would involve a larger participation of Panamanians 

in the benefits afforded by the Canal14.   This led to his approach to President Roosevelt 

that would eventually lead to the 1936 Hull-Alfaro Treaty, which would significantly revise 

the relationship between the US and Panama.15  

 

During 1934-38, Arnulfo Arias Madrid served as minister to Italy.  It is said that it was 

during this time that he developed his authoritarian political views.  He did meet Adolf 

Hitler and was believed to have reached an understanding concerning Isthmian 

relationships with both Germany and Italy before returning to Panama in 193816. 

 

The Partido Nacional Revolucionario (National Revolutionary Party or PNR)17, which he 

had helped established, offered him its Presidential candidacy in 1939.  In the election, he 

made his anti-American stance one of the bases of his platform.  In addition to perceived 

commercial exploitation of the country, he and his allies could point to Article 136 of the 

Panamanian Constitution, allowing the US the right of intervention in the country, as 

evidence of the country’s second-class status.18 

 
14  Amongst the problems faced by Panama, while its businesses could not compete with the commissaries 
operating in the Canal Zone, and suffered because of the contraband material escaping into the Republic, 
the large number of jobless former Canal labourers exacerbated the country's unemployment problem.  In 
purely financial terms, the new Treaty saw Panama also benefit from a negotiated increase in the annual 
rental paid by the US from $250,000 to $430,000. 
15  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 
Changes made by the new Treaty included ending Panama’s protectorate status and revoking the right of 
the US to interfere in Panama as of right.  The 1936 Treaty would not be ratified by the US Senate until 1939. 
16  https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535  
17  It became the Panameñista Party in the mid-1940s and still exists today.   
18  Article 136 of the 1903 Constitution granted the US the right to intervene in any part of the Republic in 
the event the public peace was disturbed.  Article 136 had often been invoked by the party in power to 
control the actions of the opposition and was also instrumental in establishing a precedent for a 
Panamanian military to later intervene in political matters: 
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1539&context=etd 
As mentioned above, the 1936 Treaty allowed for this to be revoked in due course. 

https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1539&context=etd
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He was elected President by a landslide in 1940, as the candidate for the PNR and heading 

a mass movement known as Panamefiismo.   This stood for nationalism, which in 

Panama's situation meant opposition to US hegemony19.  Arias Madrid aspired to rid the 

country of non-Hispanics (which meant not only North Americans, but also West Indians20, 

Chinese, Hindus, and Jews).  To the Americans, he also seemed susceptible to the 

influence of Nazi and fascist agents. 

 

This was the second time the Arias brothers had challenged the country’s elite and had 

won.  His opponent, Dr Ricardo Alfaro21, had headed a coalition of liberals and socialists 

and Arias Madrid defeated Alfaro only after a series of disorders said to have been incited 

by his followers, and which caused Alfaro to be discredited and to withdraw from the race, 

with his supporters subsequently boycotting the election22. 

 

Arias Madrid was expected to instigate changes in the distribution of the national wealth.  

His party's members were mainly former members of Accion Comunal, teachers, 

shopowners, and government workers, and also of mestizo grouping.  They anticipated a 

redistribution of the ownership of retail businesses, and there was much talk about a new 

Constitution, which was eventually approved in 1941.23   

 

The racist tendencies of the new administration were illustrated by an additional clause 

for the new Constitution, calling for the children of those of Chinese and Caribbean black 

 
19  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.   
20  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. 
21  He would return as foreign minister under Arias Madrid’s successor in 1941, helped to draft the 1942 
bases agreement, and then resigned in 1947 in protest at plans to grant the US what he regarded as 
excessive control over such sites postwar. 
22  https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535  
23 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 
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origin whose original language was not Spanish to be denied nationality.  This clause was 

presented to the National Assembly in November 1940, and was approved.   These racial 

minorities were regarded as alien groups within society, and it is said that Arias Madrid 

discriminated against the so-called “Antillean blacks” because they did not integrate into 

the mainstream, but remained detached and uninvolved, and regarded themselves as 

more British than Panamanian and not subject to Panamanian ways and laws.  Their 

refusal to learn Spanish and give up English is said to have been something that irritated 

Panamanians, but it is claimed that the real cause of friction was the fact that they were 

allowed to integrate through the Canal Zone and did jobs there which many Panamanians 

were reluctant to perform.24 

 

During 1941, Arias Madrid introduced a law prohibiting Jewish immigration and depriving 

anyone of the Jewish faith without at least one Panamanian parent of their citizenship.  

The inherent anti-Semitism would appear to continue in the Government under the 

following President De La Guardia.  Aria Madrid also promulgated a law to protect the 

integrity of the Spanish language, which he felt to be a symbol of Panamanian sovereignty 

vis a vis the Americans25.  

 

On the other hand, the new Constitution guaranteed freedom of speech, press, assembly, 

and religion, while recognising the Roman Catholic religion as that of the majority of the 

population26  

 

In 1941, an official memorandum sent by the US Ambassador described the situation in 

Panama under Arias Madrid as follows – 

 
24  Ibid. 
25  Ironically, at the time the country’s major newspaper was published in English, with a Spanish language 
supplement.  The President persuaded the family owning the newspaper to reverse this situation. 
26  https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535  
https://www.asamblea.gob.pa/sites/default/files/2018-09/constitucion%201941.pdf (in Spanish) 

https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
https://www.asamblea.gob.pa/sites/default/files/2018-09/constitucion%201941.pdf


“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”27.  

 

Also in 1941, Life Magazine carried an article in which it was said that, after his election in 

the previous Autumn, Arias Madrid had adopted a strong nationalist, "Panama for 

Panamanians" policy, and it said that he did not seem disposed to help the US28.  

 

On 14 February 1941, the National Assembly passed a Law barring alien from the 

operation of all retail businesses, with citizenship being a prerequisite, effectively 

“nationalising” it.   At the time, foreigners owned most of the country's retail stores, and 

the majority of bars and other establishments for the sale of alcohol were owned by 

Americans, who were also involved in other branches of the retail trade.  The Law also 

affected foreign restaurant and hotel owners.  Chinese, Jews, and East Indians operated 

many groceries, dry goods and general stores throughout the country – with the Chinese 

community being hardest hit.  The new Law also banned foreigners from operating as 

commission merchants and fuel distributors29. 

 

The President even replaced the national motto Pro-Mundi Beneficio, found on the 

national emblem, and replaced it with Honor, Justicia y Libertad.  The new theme was 

intended to reject the concept of Panama as a simply a place of transit and commerce, 

this being regarded as a stigma that had plagued the nation since colonial times30. 

 

 
27https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&a
rticle=2131&context=masters-theses 
28  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Lifemag/lmindex.htm 
29  https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535 
30  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 
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http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Lifemag/lmindex.htm
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1539&context=etd


Arias Madrid also attempted to create a police state by revamping the National Police31 in 

December 1940, and tried to strengthen his private militia.32  Ironically, the National 

Police would play a key role in deposing him (and as the National Guard would do so again 

in 1968)33.  He also made an enemy of a man who was to become the postwar 

Panamanian strongman and dictator/President, José Antonio Remón Cantera a senior 

officer in the National Police. 34  

 

Americans were by no means the only ones in Panama who were keen to be rid of Arias 

Madrid.  Even his brother, Harmodio, urged the US Embassy to move against him and US 

officials made no attempt to conceal their relief when the National Police took advantage 

of Arias Madrid's temporary absence from the country35 to depose him in October 194136. 

 

In fact, it was the US Army chief of intelligence in the Canal Zone, Captain Paul McIntyre, 

who advised the Minister of Government and Justice, Ricardo de la Guardia, that Arias 

Madrid had left the country.37  Ernesto Jaen Guardia, the Second Vice-President, was 

sworn in as the new President, while the man who should have taken over, First Vice-

President Jose Pezet, whose views too closely resembled those of Arias Madrid, was jailed.  

 
31  The National Police had been built up under Arias, who it was thought had hoped to use it as a political 
tool. He furnished new uniforms and had bought it submachine guns. 
32  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 
33  In 1947, in more political unrest, including among students, at least partly resulting from agitation by 
Arias Madrid, the National Police became prominent, and that year is said to mark the emergence of what 
was to become (in the 1950s) the National Guard as political arbiter in Panama for much of the postwar 
years: https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535 
34  Remón Cantera was only a relatively junior officer in the National Police. He had been ousted from the 
force in 1935 by Arnulfo’s brother, and in December 1940 he was sent abroad by Arnulfo, ostensibly for 
additional military training – though, in reality, this simply meant exile. 
35  He was said to have left to visit his oculist in Havana (though his mistress, Cuban artist, Anita de la Vega 
also was there).  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 
36  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf  
37  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 
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It would be Ricardo de la Guardia that would eventually permanently replace Arias 

Madrid..38  

 

Arias Madrid was to return to Panama for a short stay before going into exile in Mexico 

and Central America.  He remained outside the country until 13 October 1945, when he 

returned and held a political rally in the Plaza de Santa Ana in Panama City, denounced the 

imperialist aspirations of the US and swore vengeance against those crucial to his earlier 

fall from power.39 

 

Despite being ousted in 1941, he ran unsuccessfully for President in 1948 as a coalition 

candidate, only for the National Assembly (as explained in the section on Enrique Adolfo 

Jimenez Brin below) to declare in 1949 that he had actually won.  He regained the 

Presidency and with the aid of José Antonio “Chichi” Remón Cantera, who was chief of the 

National Police40 (and a future President, succeeding the overthrown Arias Madrid in 

1952)41.  His opponents fled, with former Presidents La Guardia and Jimenez seeking 

sanctuary in the Canal Zone.42 

 

Taking office in 1949, the new 1946 Constitution was suspended and he set up a secret 

police force43.  Amid protests and general chaos in the country, Arias Madrid reinstated 

his 1941 Constitution, contending that this would help resolve the crisis.  However, there 

 
38  Ibid. 
39  Ibid. 
40  And “power behind the throne” from 1947.  He turned the National Police into the National Guard in 
1953. 
41  Somewhat ironic, as it was the National police that had deposed Arias Madrid in 1941. 
42  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  
43  This continued as a separate force after Arias Madrid was deposed.  In 1943, the then President 
commented that “,,,its personnel have been carefully selected to face the difficulties caused by the war”: 
Panamá durante la Segunda Guerra Mundial (1941-1945): http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicolist.php 

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
http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicolist.php


were calls to reverse this decision, and the head of the National Police, Colonel Remón 

Cantera was called on to intercede.44   

 

The “new” Arias Madrid was noticeably less anti-American than previously, and later even 

backed US policies over the Korean War.  However, he returned once more to the 

grievances he had raised before the war.  These included calling for a study for a bridge or 

tunnel to traverse the Canal at Balboa45, completion of a 1940 study into the contraband 

trade with the Canal Zone, and for the US to fulfil its 1942 commitment to pay a third of 

the maintenance costs of highways used during the war by the US Army.  Even his 

eventual forced removal in 195146 did not stop the grievances continuing.47  As rampant 

corruption dogged the country, the coup that removed Arias Madrid in 1951 was much 

more violent than that of 1941.  The National Assembly then tried the deposed President 

and his political rights were suspended for life (they were restored by President Chiari in 

1960).48 

 

He tried a further unsuccessful comeback in 1964 (alleging fraud and irregularities when 

he lost), but then won the 1968 elections as leader of a five-party coalition, in another 

violent and controversial election49.  This time, after attempting to gain control of the 

National Assembly and the Supreme Court, as well as trying to restructure command of 

the National Guard, he was ousted once more, fleeing to the Canal Zone after only 11 

 
44  https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/arnulfo-arias-madrid/?fbclid=IwAR1HIm4qtcCdRVHSws9Tuql-
PoUn2dBDe7r1oS1Xtp6zMmk_D9Z7pt5qKLA  
45  Remón Cantera was to later negotiate this, with such a bridge being included in a 1955 Treaty, and what 
became the Bridge of the Americas finally opened in 1962. 
46  He resigned after a street battle between his supporters and opponents left 3 dead and 40 injured.  
Unfortunately, for him, the National Police sided with his opponents and on 11 May, he and wife found 
themselves in the jail (in his case, back in the same jail he had briefly been incarcerated in 1941). 
47  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  
48  https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/arnulfo-arias-madrid/?fbclid=IwAR1HIm4qtcCdRVHSws9Tuql-
PoUn2dBDe7r1oS1Xtp6zMmk_D9Z7pt5qKLA  
49  Ibid. 

https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/arnulfo-arias-madrid/?fbclid=IwAR1HIm4qtcCdRVHSws9Tuql-PoUn2dBDe7r1oS1Xtp6zMmk_D9Z7pt5qKLA
https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/arnulfo-arias-madrid/?fbclid=IwAR1HIm4qtcCdRVHSws9Tuql-PoUn2dBDe7r1oS1Xtp6zMmk_D9Z7pt5qKLA
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.panamaviejaescuela.com/arnulfo-arias-madrid/?fbclid=IwAR1HIm4qtcCdRVHSws9Tuql-PoUn2dBDe7r1oS1Xtp6zMmk_D9Z7pt5qKLA
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days, and thence travelling to the US50.  This coup sparked the military dictatorship that 

would last until the US deposed Noriega in 1989. 

 

He returned home in 1978 and tried again to become President in 1984, at the age of 83.  

However, when exit polls showed that he had a substantial lead, the government under 

General Noriega halted the count and declared that their candidate had won and, once 

more, Arias Madrid fled the country.  He died in Miami in 198851.  

 

ALLEGED KILLING OF JEWS UNDER ARIAS MADRID 

 

During the war, US diplomatic reports reported that President Arias Madrid, “had built at 

least one concentration camp” to isolate Jewish refugees.  These papers are said to be in 

the US National Archive, and they add to the rumours of the death of a number of Jews of 

Swiss origin during the short-lived Presidency of Aris Madrid in 1940-41.  Such allegations 

have been rejected by both the Panamanian Government and supporters of the ex-

President. 

 

However, in 1941 he had introduced a law prohibiting Jewish immigration, and depriving 

anyone of the Jewish faith without at least one Panamanian parent of their citizenship.  

New laws also imposed limits on various ethnic groups from obtaining citizenship, and 

barred those of Chinese, Jewish and Arab origin of owning businesses, shops and 

property52. 

 

In mid-1941, it was alleged that a special squad of police, said to be Guatemalans, 

undertook an operation during which shots were fired and, according to press reports, 12 

people died.  However, other reports put the death toll at 50. 

 
50  https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/golpe-estado-11-octubre-
1968/?fbclid=IwAR0Oc4WCk8xrzFZD2jP3-0PcAvkP5OomVlEp8hCglvgcHOWArYfDJm1MXs8  
51  https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/a/arias_arnulfo.htm 
52  It has been said that such property would then become the property of supporters of Arias Madrid. 

https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/golpe-estado-11-octubre-1968/?fbclid=IwAR0Oc4WCk8xrzFZD2jP3-0PcAvkP5OomVlEp8hCglvgcHOWArYfDJm1MXs8
https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/golpe-estado-11-octubre-1968/?fbclid=IwAR0Oc4WCk8xrzFZD2jP3-0PcAvkP5OomVlEp8hCglvgcHOWArYfDJm1MXs8
https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/a/arias_arnulfo.htm


 

In 1984, Arias Madrid (then seeking election once more) said that the police captain said 

to be involved had been, “acting on his own initiative, [and] had killed several members of 

a religious community”.53 

 

ERNESTO JAÉN GUARDIA  

 

When Arias Madrid left the country, the Second Vice-President, Ernesto Jaén Guardia, 

briefly assumed the Presidency power, but he resigned immediately after being 

appointed, since the real intention was for the Minister of Government, Ricardo Adolfo de 

la Guardia, to assume the role. 

 

A civil engineer by profession, Jaén Guardia had studied in the US54 and had held various 

positions in Panama, including as chief engineer of Public Works, and as a professor of 

mathematics and director of the School of Arts and Crafts.  He had also been Panama’s 

Ambassador to both Mexico and the US. 

 

Following the removal from office of Arias Madrid, the First Vice-President, José Pezet, 

should have assumed the Presidency, but he was arrested and jailed, allowing Ernesto 

Jaén Guardia occupied the Presidency for just a few hours before to make way for Ricardo 

Adolfo de la Guardia.  The Third Vice-President, Aníbal Ríos Delgado, stayed out of the 

country, being in Lima at the time, for fear of being arrested like other followers of Arias 

Madrid. 

 

Having handed over to de la Guardia Arango, who happened to be his brother-in law, he 

was appointed as Ambassador to the US.55 

 

 
53  https://www.elistmopty.com/2018/06/el-genocidio-de-judios-en-panama.html  
54  https://www.ecured.cu/Ernesto_Ja%C3%A9n_Guardia  
55  https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/110618/horas-presidente  

https://www.elistmopty.com/2018/06/el-genocidio-de-judios-en-panama.html
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RICARDO ADOLFO DE LA GUARDIA ARANGO 

 

Popularly known as “Cojo” de la Guardia56, Ricardo Adolfo de la Guardia Arango ruled 

Panama from 9 October 1941, after Arias Madrid was deposed (and was reportedly 

implicated57), until 15 June 1945, thereby being in charge for most of the war58.   

 

He was supported by Colonel Rogelio Fábrega, second-in-command of the National Police, 

and backed by the force as a whole59.  By this time, the National Police had become 

sufficiently strong to be able to impose candidates that it supported, given the bolstering 

it had received since the mid-1930s.  This behind-the-scenes manoeuvring would continue 

into the 1950s.60 

 

Under his Presidency, Panama was the first Latin American country to declare war on the 

Axis powers (on Japan, the same day as the Pearl Harbor attack, and a day ahead of even 

the US, which required a vote of Congress).  Naturally enough, given the situation, his 

administration focused on cooperation with the US, abandoned the nationalist policy 

carried out by Arias Madrid, and concentrated largely on the defence of Panama and the 

Canal.  Following the Pearl Harbor attack, he issued a Proclamation declaring solidarity 

with the US Government, citing Article X of the 1936 Treaty, and because “the Panama 

Canal is the axis of American defence and is a work in which both the Panamanian nation 

and the United States have a joint and vital interest”.  Already, a Decree on 20 October 

 
56  Cojo means “Limping”. 
57  After Arias left the country, the second Vice-President, Ernesto Jaén Guardia, briefly came to power, but 
he resigned immediately after being appointed, since the real intention was for Ricardo Adolfo de la Guardia 
to assume the head of state: https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/g/guardia_ricardo_adolfo.htm  
58  He had been, in fact, only the second Vice-President; the First Vice-President Jose Pezet, whose views too 
closely resembled those of Arias Madrid, was jailed: 
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1539&context=etd 
59  In return, the wartime Government paid special attention to the welfare of the police, building or 
expanding several barracks. 
60  Panamá durante la Segunda Guerra Mundial (1941-1945): http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicolist.php  

https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/g/guardia_ricardo_adolfo.htm
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1539&context=etd
http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicolist.php


1941 had revoked the decision of the previous administration that had prohibited the 

arming of Panama flag merchant vessels61 

 

Born in Panama City in 1899, he had been a prominent public figure, and had held 

important positions in Panama since 1936, at which time he was appointed governor of 

the province of Panama.  In 1940 he was Minister of Government and Justice in the Arias 

Madrid administration62. 

 

As mentioned above, when Arias Madrid was deposed it was intended that de la Guardia 

Arango should become President, with the Second Vice-President (and his brother-in-

law63) resigning in his favour after only a few hours (and the two other would-be 

replacements being, in one case, arrested and jailed, and choosing to remain safely in 

exile in the other). 

 

The new Government began dismantling some of the measures introduced by its 

predecessor.  For example, it lifted the ban on newspapers publishing sections in English, 

and ended the scheme whereby students were forced to work in the countryside for six 

months.  The new President achieved great popularity, with even the party founded by 

Arias Madrid publicly supporting him.64 

 

However, as early as 14 November 1941, the US Ambassador warned the Secretary of 

State that influential men who had backed the deposing of Aria Madrid were dissatisfied, 

their concerns including that many of Arias Madrid’s collaborators remained in place.  He 

warned that “the stability of the Government depends on the loyalty of the police force 

and above all two or three officers who command it”.  The Ambassador did say that De La 

 
61  Ibid. 
62  https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/g/guardia_ricardo_adolfo.htm  
63  The new Cabinet also included the new President’s brother, Camilo De La Guardia, as Minister of 
Government and Justice. 
64  Panamá durante la Segunda Guerra Mundial (1941-1945): http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicolist.php 

https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/g/guardia_ricardo_adolfo.htm
http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicolist.php


Guardia was “an honest, sincere man, a hard worker, who wants the good of his 

country”.65 

 

The US Ambassador went on to criticise problems in the administration, saying that one of 

the greatest was nepotism, noting that “the President’s brother is Minister of 

Government, another brother, Roberto, was appointed Consul in New York, the most 

lucrative position in the foreign service.  One sister of the President is married to…former 

President Augusto Samuel Boyd, the other to Jaén Guardia, Ambassador in Washington.  

Augusto’s brother Jorge Boyd was appointed Minister to Mexico, Augusto was appointed 

Private Secretary to the President.  A younger brother of the Foreign Minister was 

appointed Vice-Consul in New York.  It is frequently heard that Panama is governed by the 

De La Guardia and the Fábregas”.66 

 

On 24 November 1941, the US Ambassador reported an attempted coup led by one 

member of the National Assembly and a businessman, in an attempt to bring the exiled 

former Third Vice-President Anibal Rios back.  Nine people were detained, including 

former police officers and a former mayor of Calidonia.67 

 

Resolution No.1 of the National Assembly on 8 December 1941 recognised “a state of war 

between the Empire of Japan and the Republic of Panama and that while such a state 

lasts, the Republic of Panama would use all the means at its disposal to cooperate in the 

most effective way in the defence of the national territory and the work of the Panama 

Canal.  Moreover, this cooperation would not cease until the dangers that today threaten 

Panama have been eliminated and the Canal, and the principles of freedom and 

democracy that constitute the foundation of the free, dignified and independent 

 
65  Ibid. 
66  Panamá durante la Segunda Guerra Mundial (1941-1945): http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicolist.php 
67  He would eventually resign on 13 December.  

http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicolist.php


existences of the American Republics has been established”.  This state of war was 

extended to Italy and Germany by Law No 104 on 10 December.68 

 

On 10 December 1941, just three days after the Pearl Harbor attack, the National 

Assembly authorised the new Government to take the precautions necessary for the 

security and defence of the Republic.  Citizens of the Axis states were detained and 

interned, and other people “of recognised totalitarian tendencies, and against whom it 

was necessary to take preventive measures” were arrested.  A Civil Defense Commission 

was established, and a Disciplinary Body “aimed at awakening…duty in… youth and 

preparing them to serve the homeland, in any emergency” was formed with the 

assistance of the Ministry of Education.  A National War Censorship Board was appointed, 

with radio and cable communications also been controlled, together with surveillance “of 

all elements that constitute or may constitute a threat against the common interests of 

Panama and the United States in the security of the Panama Canal”.  In June 1943, with 

galloping inflation, the Import Control Office, the Price Control Commission and Office 

Price Control were created – these being subsequently merged.69 

 

On 13 December 1941, Decree 100 ordered the expulsion of the consuls and vice-consuls 

of Germany, Italy and Japan, and on 22 December, immigration from countries that they 

occupied was prohibited.70 

 

His government imposed tight controls in the Republic but, on the other hand, his was the 

first government to allow women the vote.  His administration also signed the Fábrega-

Wilson Base Convention in 1942, which allowed the US wartime use of 134 defence sites 

outside the Canal Zone, and thus resolved the long-running negotiations begun under the 

previous administration. 

 

 
68  Ibid.  
69  Panamá durante la Segunda Guerra Mundial (1941-1945): http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicolist.php 
70  Ibid. 

http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicolist.php


During the war, as in other countries, the Government encouraged farmers to increase 

their output, to replace missing imports, a National Institute of Agriculture having been 

established under the Arias Madrid administration.  Improvements, such as irrigation 

projects, were undertaken, and the Government acquired land from private landowners, 

distributing it among poor farmers71, with a Decree that compelled landowners to hand 

over to farmers land they kept uncultivated72. 

 

Work to expand defences, and the ultimately abortive Third Locks Project, led to a 

massive influx of foreign workers, mainly from Jamaica, Colombia, Costa Rica and El 

Salvador.  In addition, a large number of Panamanian workers flocked to the Canal Zone, 

and between 1940 and 1945 around an eighth of individuals productively employed 

throughout the whole of Panama was employed in the Zone.73 

 

There was said to have been an increase in canteens, cabarets, nightclubs and other 

businesses “with a dubious reputation”, designed to attract the large population of 

immigrants and US servicemen and their pay.74 

 

In 1943, the President said that the controversial Law 24, enacted under Arias Madrid and 

which had effectively nationalised the retail sector, displacing many foreign operators, 

had been beneficial for the country, giving Panamanians “the opportunity to dedicate 

themselves to commerce, for which they have shown unsuspected aptitude”.75 

 

At the beginning of 1944, three circulars issued by the Engineering Division of the Panama 

Canal signalled clear discrimination against Panamanian workers of the Canal and the 

Panama Railway in such things as overtime, salary scales and sick leave.  The Government 

 
71  Between 1942 and 1944, 37,000 hectares (91,400 acres) were distributed: Panamá durante la Segunda 
Guerra Mundial (1941-1945): http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicolist.php 
72  Panamá durante la Segunda Guerra Mundial (1941-1945): http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicolist.php 
73  Ibid.  
74  Ibid. 
75  Ibid. 

http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicolist.php
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argued that this violated the terms of an exchange of notes associated with the 1936 

Treaty.  At first, the US Government attempted to avoid the issue, with President 

Roosevelt’s commitment to equal opportunity and treatment not being met.  In October 

1944, a joint commission announced new measures, but only for the wartime period, and 

other matters in contention – overtime, salary rates and sickness benefits – were not 

covered.  It would not be until the signing of a new Treaty in 1955 that the problem of 

discrimination against Panamanian workers would be properly addressed. 

 

In September 1944, five followers of Arias Madrid were arrested and accused of 

subversive activities.  This followed rumours of National Assembly members being bribed 

to support the return of Aria Madrid.  Meanwhile, there was a series of student protests.   

 

De La Guardia attempted political reform in Panama and, in December 1944, he dissolved 

the National Assembly, and the entire Cabinet resigned as, on 3 January 1945, the 

President suspended the 1941 Constitution.  A general strike had been called on 30 

December 1944, with students from the University supporting it.  The tense atmosphere 

worsened following reports that bombs had been planted in the cars of some US Army 

officers, while a device was also found in the house of the brother of the President’s 

brother, the Minister of Government and Justice.  The Governor of the Canal Zone issued 

a statement prohibiting residents of the Zone taking sides in Panamanian politics, or 

providing accommodation to people who were not their relatives.76 

 

De La Guardia had established a commission with the task of drafting a new Constitution – 

after years of rejecting the idea.  This move was widely welcomed, although there were 

fears that the President wanted to remain in an office that he had only reached following 

the coup that had removed his predecessor.  A new Constitution was eventually to enter 

into force in March 1946. 

 

 
76  Panamá durante la Segunda Guerra Mundial (1941-1945): http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicolist.php 
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The day after suspending the 1941 Constitution, he called an election for members of a 

Constituent Assembly to decide upon the contents of the new Constitution.  However, on 

16 February 1945, a majority of members of the dissolved National Assembly met, in 

secret, fearful of the attentions of the National Police, and called for the dismissal of the 

President, citing Article 90 of the Constitution.  They denounced him as a “dictator” and 

selected their own candidate and two Vice-Presidents.  The man they selected was the 

then Ambassador to Washington, Enrique A Jiménez Brin (see below)77. 

 

Tensions grew during January and February 1945, with no Assembly and a Government 

ruling by decree.  In March, the Government had to supress an uprising by supporters of 

Arias Madrid in Colón in which six people died.   

 

Elections to the Constituent Assembly were held on 6 May 1945, and Enrique Adolfo 

Jimenez Brin was duly elected by its members to be Provisional President for the lifetime of 

the Assembly (though, in fact, he had taken up the office on 1 March, before the plenary 

session of the Assembly was even held).   

 

President La Guardia formally resigned on 15 June 1945. 

 

ENRIQUE ADOLFO JIMENEZ BRIN 

 

As explained above, Jimenez Brin, who had been a former President of the National Bank 

of Panama and Ambassador to the US, was installed as President after a political crisis had 

seen his predecessor removed from office. 

 

He was a prominent political figure and had been President of the National Assembly on 

several occasions, and a Vice-President of the Republic in 1920 and 1932. 

 

 
77  https://www.britannica.com/place/Panama/World-War-II-and-mid-century-intrigues  
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During his short term, Tocumen International Airport was built, and the Colón Free Trade 

Zone was created.  The airport in Colón is named after him. 

 

This new administration was involved in the unsuccessful attempt to renegotiate the 

maintaining of some of the US defence sites outside the Canal Zone.   

 

The Filós-Hines Treaty was signed with the US in December 1947, intended to continue 

the presence of US troops in defence of the Canal in at least some of the bases they had 

occupied during the war.  However, when thousands of Panamanians protested against 

the agreement, the President ordered the suspension of individual rights, but the protest 

paid off and the National Assembly rejected the Treaty on 22 December 194778.  The US 

would pull out of all of the bases in the Republic by 1948. 

 

Nevertheless, Jimenez Brin remained in office until the following 7 August, after a new 

President was elected on 9 May 1948 (in a poll tainted by allegations of irregularities and 

fraud)79.  Jimenez Brin was then impeached by the new National Assembly on 12 July 

1948, and Enrique Obarrio was appointed as Provisional President in his place on 13 July.  

However, the country’s Supreme Court was to rule the impeachment unconstitutional the 

following day, 14 July 1948. 

 

Finally, on 1 October 1948, Domingo Díaz Arosemena, declared the winner of the May 

elections by the National Jury of Elections (thus depriving Arias Madrid of another victory) 

was inaugurated as President – and the following day he lifted the state of siege which 

had been in place since 4 July.  However, Díaz Arosemena died in office in 1949, and, 

under a mountain of popular protests, his two Vice-Presidents first accepted and then 

 
78  The upheaval of 1947 was instigated in large measure by university students.  Their clash with the 
National Police, in which both students and policemen were killed, marked the beginning of a period of 
intense animosity between the two groups.  The incident was also said to be the first in which US intentions 
were thwarted by a massive expression of Panamanian nationalist anger: 
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf 
79  https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/j/jimenez_enrique.htm  

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf
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refused the office.  This action cleared the way for a bizarre manoeuvre by the Jury, which 

declared that, after a recount, Arias Madrid had won the Presidency election in 1948.   

 

Politics throughout this period were dominated by Colonel José Antonio Remón Cantera, 

commander of the increasingly militarised National Police, which was to become the 

National Guard during the 1950s.  He would become President himself in 1952, being the 

first military man to assume the Presidency, after Arias Madrid was (again) overthrown in 

1951.  Despite successfully overseeing what became the 1955 Treaty with the US, he was 

assassinated in January 1955, before the Treaty was signed.80 
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80  https://www.britannica.com/place/Panama/World-War-II-and-mid-century-intrigues  
It has been reported that he was killed on the orders of American mafia leader, “Lucky” Luciano. 
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